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Letter from the Executive Director

STEPHAN W. CURRIE 
MAC EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Light the way for veterans

"In Genesee 
County, direct 
VA expenditures 
reached nearly 
$150 million in 
fiscal year 2024. 
In Lenawee 
County, the VA 
provided about 
$89 million in 
benefits and 
services to 
roughly 6,000 
veterans."

From Nov. 4 to 11, county buildings 
across Michigan will glow green as part 
of Operation Green Light for Veterans, 

a national effort led by the National 
Association of Counties (NACo) and the 
National Association of County Veterans 
Service Officers. For Michigan's county 
commissioners, taking part is one of the 
simplest and most effective things we can do 
for the people who served.

Michigan is home to one of the largest 
veteran populations in the country. Yet 
the state has long ranked near the bottom 
nationally in federal VA dollars reaching each 
veteran. Michigan has made real progress in 
connecting veterans with their benefits since 
creating the Michigan Veterans Affairs Agency 
in 2013, and counties are where that work 
happens. Every veteran we reach is another 
family supported and more federal dollars 
invested in our communities.

In Genesee County, direct VA expenditures 
reached nearly $150 million in fiscal year 
2024. In Lenawee County, the VA provided 
about $89 million in benefits and services to 
roughly 6,000 veterans. That money pays for 
groceries, rent and car repairs, and it stays 
in local economies. Behind those numbers 
are county veterans service officers helping 
veterans file claims for health care, disability 
compensation, education, and more.

Michigan's County Veteran Service Fund 
provides state grants to help counties staff 
veterans services. The Michigan Veterans 
Trust Fund and county Soldiers Relief 
Commissions fill emergency gaps. Federal 
policy is moving too. The Dole Act, passed 
in 2024, authorized the first-ever federal 
grants for county veterans service officers, 
with priority for areas facing high veteran 
suicide rates or severe staffing shortages. 
Michigan counties should watch for those 
opportunities.

Michigan counties already are swinging 
into Green Light action in 2026. As of mid-
October, I know Genesee County was 
handing out 1,000 green bulbs and inviting 

veterans to a lighting ceremony of its historic 
“Weather Ball.” In the Upper Peninsula, Delta 
County has enacted a resolution of support 
and equipping all its county buildings and 
airport with green lights.

These counties are turning a symbol into a 
service moment, and that is the real value 
of Operation Green Light. A green bulb in 
a courthouse window or a resident's porch 
starts a conversation, and that conversation 
can end with a veteran walking into a county 
office.

How to join the effort this year:

•	 Bring a resolution to your board. 
 (A template is available at  
https://bit.ly/3VOmRUR.)

•	 Light a county building green in 
November and share photos with 
local media, with your state/ federal 
legislators and MAC  
(melot@micounties.org).

•	 Ask your veterans services office to 
offer extended hours that week.

•	 Invite local businesses, townships, and 
residents to swap one bulb.

Michigan's veterans have sacrificed a great 
deal. Let's make sure every one of them 
knows their home county sees them and 
knows where to go for help. u

Genesee County’s Weather Ball will again have 
a green hue to honor veterans as part of the 
2026 Operation Green Light.

https://bit.ly/3VOmRUR
mailto:melot@micounties.org
http://www.crcmich.org.  


MMRMA & MAC:
Partners in Excellence

MMRMA has provided comprehensive, industry leading coverage
and superior risk management services

to Michigan public entities since 1980

800-243-1324
www.mmrma.org

https://mmrma.org/
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Letter from the President

"One of my best 
friends and 
I have many 
clashes on how 
we feel the 
government 
should be 
run. Never a 

“knockdown, 
drag out” brawl 
but certainly 
some lengthy 
and repeated 
discussions. In 
the end, we 
can sit down 
together 
and enjoy 
each other’s 
company and 
maybe a mug or 
two of a foamy 
beverage."

EDITOR’S NOTE: Bryan Kolk of Newaygo 
County delivered inaugural remarks to 
attendees of the 2026 Annual Conference 
on Sept. 10, 2026.

Well, OK, I guess here we go.

My first official presidential 
greeting and welcome to my 

fellow MAC members.

I never saw myself here a dozen years 
ago when I was retiring from county 
employment and decided to run for 
County Commissioner. As a matter of fact, 
I had the chair of the Newaygo County 
Board at the time get ahold of me and ask 
me to meet up with him.  
We met in one of the private rooms after a 
board meeting and he asked me what my 
intention was.

I told him that I just wanted to be part 
of the big picture and stay involved with 
Newaygo County. He asked me if I realized 
that, as a county commissioner, I would be 
put on the spot in having to make some 
decisions that would not sit well with my 
former fellow employees. I told him that 
in my 32 years as a Sheriff’s Deputy, there 
were not many days that I didn’t have to 
make decisions that made someone upset 
and that I realized that my objective had 
to be in the interest of  
Newaygo County as a whole. That is what 
led me here today.

As I stand here now, I think back to some 
of my adventures with downhill skiing or 
maybe at the swimming pool. I am minding 
my own business and having a good time, 
and it dawns on me that while this is 
great, there is a bigger hill, or a taller diving 
board. That must be even better.

So, I go up the ski lift or start climbing 
that ladder and when I get to the top 
and get ready to have that adventure, I 
look out and begin to wonder what I have 

gotten myself into. And here I am today. 
Every time, when I got to the end of that 
journey, I looked back and said, “What a 
rush! I am glad I did that.”

This is what I expect to say a year  
from now. 

I had one of my fellow commissioners ask 
me what my theme was going to be for my 
year as president.

What? I need a theme?

He asked me this just before the primary 
elections, so that may have tempered 
my decision. Well, I am not sure I really 
do need a theme, but if I did, it would 
probably be something like: “Can’t  
we all just get along so we can get 
something done?”

Now, that sounds kind of whiny and 
doesn’t fit well on a banner or a letterhead, 
so maybe I can pare it down to “Working 
Together.”

I think that is an important concept to 
keep in our minds as we approach county 
government. One of my best friends and 
I have many clashes on how we feel the 

BRYAN KOLK,   
MAC PRESIDENT

Finding common ground, getting things done

CONTINUED ON PAGE 31

Newaygo County’s Bryan Kolk takes the oath 
as MAC’s 118th Board president during the 
2026 Annual Conference on Sept. 10, 2026.



457(b) retirement plans

Nationwide and National Association of Counties

Proud of our partnership. Proud of our values.

For more than 40 years, Nationwide® has partnered with the National Association of Counties 
(NACo) to offer county employees 457(b) deferred compensation plans. Over the years, we have 
served more than 1.5 million county employees and retirees in the United States, and today we are 
the #1 Plan Provider based on number of plans.

Together we serve:

More than

425,000
current participants

Nearly

3,000
participating 

counties and county 
jurisdictions

More than

$24 billion
in assets

Nationwide goes above and beyond to do the right thing at the right time for county employees 
and plan sponsors. We offer:

BETTER PARTICIPANT 
EXPERIENCES

We help participants optimize 
their financial health and drive 
retirement readiness.

ADMINISTRATIVE 
SIMPLICITY

Intuitive Plan Sponsor dashboard 
with data visualizations, KPIs, peer 
benchmarks and reporting.

VALUES THAT TRANSLATE 
INTO SERVICE

Established in 1926, Nationwide 
is a strong and stable mutual 
company owned by our members.

For more information, contact:

Nationwide Retirement Solutions and Nationwide Life Insurance Company (collectively “Nationwide”) have endorsement relationships with the National 
Association of Counties (NACo). More information about the endorsement relationships can be found online at nrsforu.com.

Nationwide and the Nationwide N and Eagle are service marks of Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company. © 2022 Nationwide

NRM-21963M1-NX (12/22)

Ken Kelbel Retirement Counsultant 

Phone: 810-730-6659 Email address: KelbelK@nationwide.com

https://edge.naco.org/naco-retirement-solutions/
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2026 
Members

PLATINUM
Jack Shattuck	 Ionia County
Joe Derocha	 Marquette County
Rick Shaffer	 St. Joseph County
Steve Currie	 MAC Staff
John Hunt	 Huron County
William Miller	 Oakland County
Joseph Garcia	 MACSC Board

GOLD
John McCulloch	 MACSC Board
Carolyn Brummund	 Alcona County
James Maike	 Newaygo County
Kevin Kelley	 MACSC Board
Art Jeannot	 Benzie County
Vaughn  Begick	 Bay County
Bryan Kolk	 Newaygo County
Donald J O'Farrell	 Iosco County
Dwight Washington	 Clinton County
Phil Kuyers	 Ottawa County
Stan Ponstein	 Kent County
Kevin Kelley	 MACSC Board

SILVER
John Malnar	 Delta County
Jack Tany	 Saginaw County
Mary Ellen Babcock	 Huron County
Sarah Lucido	 Macomb County
Monica Schafer	 Ingham County
Lisa Salgat	 Arenac County
Gail Patterson-Gladney	 Van Buren County
Antoinette  Wallace	 Macomb County
Linda Gobler	 MACSC Board
Joseph  Palamara	 Wayne County
Samuel  Hopkins	 MACSC Board
Roseann Marchetti	 Cass County
Earl Poleski	 Jackson County
William Sarkella	 Sanilac County
Jim Stewart	 MACSC Board

MEMBER
Carol Hennessy	 Kent County
Jerome Gross	 Livingston County
Melissa Daub	 Wayne County
Monica Sparks	 Kent County
Gary Taylor	 Wexford County
Jeanne Pearl-Wright	 Eaton County

THANK YOU TO ALL COUNTIES UNITED MEMBERS. TO SUPPORT COUNTIES UNITED, 
PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE, MICOUNTIES.ORG. 	 **Donations from Jan. 1 to Oct. 1, 2026

2026 AFFILIATE MEMBERS
•	 Area Agencies on Aging 

Association of Michigan

•	 Center for Local, State 
and Urban Policy

•	 Citizens Research 
Council of Michigan

•	 Community Mental 
Health Association of 
Michigan

•	 County Road Association 
of Michigan

•	 Eastern UP Regional 
Planning & Development 
Commission

•	 Economic Alliance for 
Michigan

•	 Gift of Life Michigan

•	 Michigan Association for 
Local Public Health

•	 Michigan Association of 
County Administrative 
Officers

•	 Michigan Association of 
County Clerks

•	 Michigan Association 

of County Drain 
Commissioners

•	 Michigan Association of 
County Treasurers

•	 Michigan Association 
of County Veterans 
Counselors

•	 Michigan Association of 
Registers of Deeds

•	 Michigan County 
Medical Care Facilities 
Council

•	 Michigan County Social 
Services Association

•	 Michigan Emergency 
Management Association

•	 Michigan Government 
Finance Officers 
Association

•	 Michigan Government 
Information Services 
(Mi-GMIS)

•	 Michigan Land Bank 
Association

•	 Michigan Municipal 

Executives

•	 Michigan Public Transit 
Association

•	 Michigan State 
University Extension

•	 MISS DIG 811

•	 National Alliance on 
Mental Illness - Michigan

•	 Prosecuting Attorneys 
Association of Michigan

•	 Southeast Michigan 
Council of Governments

•	 Southwest Michigan 
Behavioral Health

•	 UPCAP Services

•	 Upper Peninsula 
Michigan Works

•	 USDA Rural 
Development

CORPORATE PARTNERS
PREMIER

ASSOCIATE

Advanced 
Correctional 
Healthcare

Delta Dental of 
Michigan

DTE Energy
ITC Holdings

MMRMA

Municipal 
Employees’ 

Retirement System 
of Michigan

Retirement Plan 
Advisors
TRANE
Verizon

To learn more about  
MAC Affiliates, visit  
micounties.org/affiliates

https://www.advancedch.com/
https://www.advancedch.com/
https://www.advancedch.com/
https://www.deltadentalmi.com/
https://www.deltadentalmi.com/
https://dteenergy.com/
https://www.itc-holdings.com/itc-michigan/
https://mmrma.org/
https://www.mersofmich.com/
https://www.mersofmich.com/
https://www.mersofmich.com/
https://www.mersofmich.com/
https://www.trane.com/commercial/north-america/us/en.html
https://www.verizon.com/
http://micounties.org/affiliates
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From the Upper Peninsula to Metro Detroit, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan is a trusted
partner in health. Our extensive network of doctors, hospitals, and specialists ensures you receive
high‐quality care wherever you are. With transparent pricing, easy‐to‐use digital resources, and a
commitment to local communities, we provide the dependable, consistent service you deserve.

Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan and Blue Care Network are nonprofit corporations
and independent licensees of the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association.

W019308

Delivering access toDelivering access to
dependable caredependable care

THROUGHOUT MICHIGAN.THROUGHOUT MICHIGAN.

The NACo Leadership Academy: Online 
Development for County Professionals
Elevate your team's potential with our 12-week online leadership development program, 
designed specifically for entry- to mid-level county professionals.

Affordable Investment in Your Team:

• Starts at $1,995 per participant.
• Special Offer: Enroll a group of 5 for just $5,000!
• Additional discounts may be available. Contact us to learn more.

Ready to empower your county's leaders? Visit www.naco.org/skills

Elevate Your County's Leadership with The NACo Leadership 
Academy
With nearly 15,000 county workforce leaders already trained in practical skills, the NACo 
High Performance Leadership Academy (HPLA) is your proven path to developing 
exceptional talent.

This 12-week virtual program, led by our partners at the Professional Development 
Academy, is specifically designed to equip frontline county professionals with the 
practical leadership skills they need to succeed. Our robust curriculum was developed in 
partnership with Fortune 1000 executives, public sector leaders, world-renowned 
academics, and thought leaders.

Why Choose NACo HPLA?
• Done From Your Desk: Our 100% online course delivery allows participants to 

continue working while learning, offering maximum flexibility.
• Cohort Model: Participants progress through the academy alongside peers 

who share similar experiences, fostering a collaborative and supportive learning 
environment.

• For Leaders of All Types: HPLA benefits both current supervisors and those 
preparing for leadership roles, making it versatile for your entire workforce.

• Cost-Effective: County enrollment starts at $1,995 per participant. Get even 
more value by enrolling a group of 5 for just $5,000! Additional discounts may 
be available for larger groups. Contact us for details.

Ready to empower your county's leaders? Enroll today at www.naco.org/skills

https://www.bcbsm.com/
http://www.naco.org/skills
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MAC strongly 
supports the work 
of the Citizens 

Research Council 
of Michigan, 
a nonpartisan, 

independent public 
policy research 

organization. MAC 
Executive Director 

Stephan Currie 
currently sits on the 

CRC Board.

CRC 
ANALYSIS

Help CRC understand Michigan’s local 
government capacity problems
BY ERIC LUPHER  / CITIZENS RESEARCH  
COUNCIL OF MICHIGAN

Signs point to Michigan’s 
counties (alongside cities, 
villages and townships) having 

capacity problems. The Citizens 
Research Council of Michigan plans 
to work with the Center for Local, 
State, and Urban Policy (CLOSUP) 
at the University of Michigan and 
Michigan State University Extension 
to quantify what that means and 
assess approaches to addressing 
local government’s capacity woes.  
We want your help.

First, we need help understanding 
what capacity means for local government officials. 
If your county, or the local governments within it,  
is struggling with capacity problems, is that 
related to 

•	 The ability to maintain current service levels? 

•	 The ability to take on something new – 
whether to provide elective services to 
meet evolving needs, the ability to react 
to emergencies, or to respond to state or 
federal mandates? 

•	 The ability to adapt to changing cultural, 
economic, or demographic conditions? 

As we think about capacity, we’re conceptualizing 
three unique, but interdependent dimensions.

Resources relate to the inflow of revenue but 
also fund balance to be able to respond to 
changing conditions. It relates to the existence 
and condition of facilities. It relates to technology 
systems and the know-how to use the systems. 
It relates to access to financial markets. And it 
relates to outside services providers as potential 
intergovernmental collaboration partners, 
vendors, or contractors.

Clearly money is part of the problem. Michigan 
local governments are highly dependent on 
property taxes for the majority of their resources, 
but the constitutional property tax limitations 
constrain growth of the tax base. As a result, 

the majority of local governments, including 93 
percent of counties, have resorted to tax rate 
increases in efforts to yield needed funds. State 
revenue sharing, the second largest source of 
revenue, has been underfunded and growth has 
been relatively flat. But money problems are not 
the whole story. 

People capacity tells us whether you have the 
staff to provide services, both in FTEs and people 
with the skills to engineer, manage, and execute 
services. It relates to political and leadership 
resources to fill elected and appointed positions. 
And it relates to community engagement to solicit 
volunteers, work with the business community, 
and partner with stakeholder groups.

Michigan’s population growth has been stagnant 
for five decades. Recently we have had more 
deaths than births. Too many young adults are 
starting their lives in other states. As a result, 
our population is getting older. The effects of 
Michigan’s stagnant population growth and 
aging population are felt especially acutely in 
Michigan’s rural regions.

Power capacity asks whether you have the 
explicit statutory, constitutional, or home 
rule charter authority to execute services and 
activities. It relates to the political support of 
residents and stakeholders. And it relates to 
the relationship between your government and 
other governments, organizations, and officials at 
other levels of government. 
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CRC ANALYSIS

You serve the public. We serve you.
For more than 40 years, Gallagher’s benefit consultants have ensured that organizations like yours remain competitive without 

compromising the wellbeing of your most important asset — your people. Our passion is to provide customized insurance programs, 

benefits, and HR solutions tailored to your unique needs. We’re here to work through every challenge to drive better outcomes and 

help you build the confidence to handle whatever comes next.

© 2024 Arthur J. Gallagher & Co. | GBSUS100079

Gallagher is a proud supporter of the 
Michigan Association of Counties. 

Chadd Hodkinson 
Senior Area Vice President
P: (517) 898 7752
E: chadd_hodkinson@ajg.com
www.AJG.com

Jeff Nielson
Area Vice President
P: (248) 496 0912
E: jeff_nielson@ajg.com
www.AJG.com

AJG.com | The Gallagher Way. Since 1927.

100079 GBS US 2024 Michigan MAC_AD_FINAL.indd   1100079 GBS US 2024 Michigan MAC_AD_FINAL.indd   1 4/9/2024   3:27:58 PM4/9/2024   3:27:58 PM

POWERING 
MICHIGAN
FORWARD

 www.itcmichigan.com

@ITCHoldingsCorp

@ITCGrid

ITC Holdings Corp
@ITCHoldingsCorp

@ITCGrid

ITC Holdings Corp @ITCHoldingsCorp @ITCGridITC Holdings Corp

@ITCHoldingsCorp @ITCGridITC Holdings Corp

@ITCHoldingsCorp

@ITCGrid

ITC Holdings Corp

@ITCHoldingsCorp

@ITCGrid

ITC Holdings Corp

Generally local government officials reflect and are in tune 
with their constituents, but we see examples of data centers, 
battery plants, solar fields, windmills, and other developments 
where leaders receive pushback from residents. 

Eric Lupher is president of the Citizens Research Council. u

Tell CRC your capacity issues
On Oct. 13, the Citizens Research Council 
partnered with the University of Michigan and 
Michigan State University to host a symposium 
to explore these issues with a group of state and 
local government officials. CRC wants to add your 
voice to the conversation. 

Drop me a note to  elupher@crcmich.org about 
the capacity problems in your corner of Michigan. 
Is more money the magical elixir that will solve 
your troubles? Do you have people interested 
in serving in elected offices, on boards and 
commissions, or just to fill the line jobs to perform 
the services? Do the laws need to evolve to 
empower you to evolve and respond to the needs 
of your constituents and businesses?

http://www.ajg.com
https://www.itcmichigan.com
http://www.crcmich.org.  
mailto:elupher@crcmich.org
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Who pays when Lansing makes the rules?
BY DEENA BOSWORTH  /  
DIRECTOR OF GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS

"Property 
tax relief is 
a legitimate 
policy goal, 
but reducing 
property taxes 
does not reduce 
the cost of 
sheriff patrols, 
elections, courts, 
public health or 
the many other 
services local 
governments 
are required to 
provide."

LEGISLATIVE  
UPDATE

Nearly 50 years ago, Michigan voters 
adopted the Headlee Amendment and 
enshrined an important principle in 

our state Constitution: If the state requires 
local governments to provide a new activity or 
service, or increases an existing requirement, the 
state has a responsibility to pay the necessary 
increased costs.

The legal application of Headlee can be 
complicated. The principle behind it is not.

When Lansing makes the rules, it also needs to 
consider who will pay the bill.

That question is particularly relevant today as 
lawmakers consider proposals affecting court 
funding, dam safety and property taxes. In each 
case, the policy discussion may be very different, 
but the fiscal question is remarkably similar.

Recently, the Senate Committee on Civil Rights, 
Judiciary and Public Safety approved Senate 
Bills 1089-91, establishing a standardized 
statewide process for determining indigency. 
The bills would also prohibit courts from 
imposing certain costs, fees and assessments on 
individuals determined to be indigent.

There is a legitimate policy discussion about 
how Michigan treats individuals who cannot 
afford to pay court costs.

But Michigan's trial courts are substantially 
funded locally. Court operations, employees, 
security, technology and facilities must be 
paid for, regardless of how much revenue  
is collected. Yet the legislation currently 
provides no replacement funding source if 
collections decline.

MAC testified in opposition to the bills as 
drafted, asking lawmakers to address that fiscal 
reality.

Dam safety presents the issue from  
another direction.

Michigan learned a painful lesson from the 
2020 failures of the Edenville and Sanford dams. 
Strengthening dam safety is an important public 
policy objective.

But stronger inspection, engineering, 
maintenance and planning requirements come 
with significant costs. Of Michigan's 357 county-
owned dams, 113 could be affected by proposed 
new requirements. The state has committed 
an initial $20 million toward dam safety efforts 
but estimates of Michigan's overall dam 
infrastructure needs approach $1 billion.

We can support safer dams while still asking the 
obvious question: If the state requires a higher 
standard, how will local governments afford to 
meet it?

Then there are policies where Lansing doesn't 
impose a new expense but instead removes 
revenue from local budgets.

Michigan's Disabled Veterans Property Tax 
Exemption is perhaps the clearest example.

Since 2013, Michigan has exempted qualifying 
disabled veterans from property taxes on their 
homesteads. It is a benefit MAC supports.

But while the state created the exemption, local 
governments pay for it.

Michigan law specifically requires each local 
taxing unit to bear its portion of the lost 
revenue. Over time, those losses have grown to 
tens of millions of dollars annually.

Now lawmakers are considering further 
expansions of the exemption. Why is a benefit 
created by the state of Michigan financed 
through reduced revenue to local governments?
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We power and empower
how people live, work
and play.

LEARN MORE
micounties.org/macao-michigan- 

association-of-county-administrative-officers

For six decades, the Michigan Association of County 
Administrative Officers (MACAO) has been a trusted 
resource to county administrative officers as they 
continuously improve their abilities in serving county 
boards of commissioners by:

n Providing forums for information exchange and experiences 
while delivering solutions to common challenges

n Offering guidance and best practices from educational, 
governmental and professional organizations to members 
searching for leading edge practices in public administration

n Promoting and advancing high ethical standards and values 
as a foundation of managing Michigan public organizations

That same concern is magnified by the property tax package 
passed by the House earlier this year.

The package proposes approximately $5 billion in tax 
reductions through elimination of the 6-mill State Education 
Tax, State Real Estate Transfer Tax, Personal Property Tax 
and the property tax “pop-up” that occurs when property 
changes ownership.

The House passed the tax-cut bills ― but not the companion 
reimbursement legislation.

Property tax relief is a legitimate policy goal, but reducing 
property taxes does not reduce the cost of sheriff patrols, 
elections, courts, public health or the many other services 
local governments are required to provide.

State government has every right — and often an obligation 
— to establish statewide policy. But the fiscal consequences 
of those decisions should not be treated as somebody else's 
problem.

Headlee recognized that principle nearly five decades ago.

It’s long past time to follow it. u

See all the latest MAC news at micounties.org
MICHIGAN ASSOCIATION OF COUNTIES

https://www.verizon.com/
http://www.crcmich.org.  
http://micounties.org
http://micounties.org
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Annual Conference features gubernatorial 
candidates, data centers, board elections

The 2026 Michigan Counties Annual 
Conference was marked by a spirited 
discussion on a hot-button issue ― data 

centers ― and a solemn tribute to those lost in 
the terror attacks of 9/11.

The conference, held Sept. 9-11 at the Grand 
Traverse Resort in Grand Traverse County, 
brought together more than 300 county 
officials, speakers and others for policy sessions, 
networking and platform and board elections 
for the Michigan Association of Counties.

“It seems the responsibilities of counties never 
stop growing,” said Stephan W. Currie, MAC’s 
executive director. “Just look at the spirited 
discussion we had at the conference on data 
centers, as one example. It’s a testament to the 
spirit of public service of our members that they 
take on each new challenge with determination 
and, most importantly, open minds.”

In addition to plenary sessions on data center 
(see pages 14-17) and ballot proposals in 
November (pages 22-23), attendees also heard 
from Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson and 
Congressman John James on their respective 
bids for governor and participated in a live 
taping of MAC’s Podcast 83.

Policy breakout sessions included reports 
on opioid service success stories, deer herd 
management plans, trending issues with the 
Open Meetings Act and dam safety. (To see 
slides from presentations, visit MAC’s website 

at micounties.org/2026-michigan-counties-
annual-conference.)

On Sept. 10, Commissioner Bryan Kolk of 
Newaygo County was sworn in as MAC’s 118th 
Board president. In his inaugural remarks, Kolk 
said, “The important thing is to remember a 
disagreement should not be life-altering. We 
are all here with a common goal, and that is the 
betterment of our community, our county, our 
state and our nation …”

During caucus elections held earlier that day, 
members re-elected Dwight Washington of 
Clinton County and Joe Derocha of Marquette 
County to the MAC Board of Directors. Newly 
elected to the Board are Gary Sauer of Benzie 
County, Jeff Dontz of Manistee County and 
Josh Brugger of Ottawa County.

As the conference closed, the MAC Board 
confirmed officers for the 2026-27 term. Joining 
Kolk are William Miller of Oakland County 
(first vice president) and Dwight Washington 
of Clinton County (second vice president). 
Antoinette Wallace of Macomb County moves 
to immediate past president. u

A capacity crowd filled the main conference hall on Sept. 10 to hear from a panel of experts on data centers in Michigan.

Gary Sauer Jeff Dontz Josh Brugger

http://micounties.org/2026-michigan-counties-annual-conference
http://micounties.org/2026-michigan-counties-annual-conference
http://www.crcmich.org.  
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VETERAN-OWNED                                                                     KARHUCYBER.COM

PROVEN CYBER PARTNER FOR MICHIGAN COUNTIES

2026 county calendar
*If you wish to add an event to the calendar, contact Derek Melot at  
melot@micounties.org.

NOVEMBER
MCMCFC DON  
Financial Meeting 
Nov. 4 - 6 
Crystal Mountain, 
Thompsonville

DECEMBER
MAC Clerks Fall 
Quarterly Meeting 
Dec. 3 - 4 
Courtyard Hotel,  
Mt. Pleasant

2027

MAC Treaurers Winter 
Conference 
Jan. 31 - Feb. 3, 2027 
Comfort Inn,  
Mt. Pleasant 

FEBRUARY
MACDC Winter 
Conference 
Feb. 10 - 12, 2027 
Kewadin Casino,  
Sault Ste. Marie

NACo Legislative 
Conference 
Feb. 20 - 23, 2027 
Hilton Hotel, 
Washington, D.C.

https://www.karhucyber.com/
https://www.trane.com/commercial/north-america/us/en.html
mailto:melot@micounties.org.
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Conference panel discusses data center 
trends, opportunities, challenges

Tomaszewski: This 
is an extraordinarily 
complicated issue, 
and local officials are 
being asked to get up 
to speed on it very 
quickly. So that's the 
perspective I'd like to 
bring to our discussion 
this morning. What 
do county and local 
officials need to know 
to make informed 
decisions about data 
centers?

Let's start with a question about what exactly 
we're talking about. … What is this new 
generation of data centers now that are 
looking at Michigan compared to what we 
have already in place, and what would people 
see on the ground if this kind of facility comes 
here?

Zilke: OK, I'm going 
to unpack that a little 
bit. I think one of the 
big issues we have 
is that data centers 
have evolved over 
time, especially over 
the last probably 12 
to 18 months, and 
what that means. So 
historically, probably 
most of you folks at 
the county level have 

some sort of data center, as we would define 
it historically, right? A small IT room or a server 
room, and we're calling that a data center, and 
we're also calling a gigawatt hyperscale site a 
data center. So, I think for the context of this 
conversation, I think we're really worried about 
hyperscale space. So, quick show of hands. 
Everybody know the difference between a kW 
and a gigawatt? So, I think it's important to to 
get into the context and the definition of what 
those things mean because we can talk at a 
high level about it, but if we don't know what 
those those things mean, I think we need to 
define that. So I don't know if you guys agree 
on that or not, but historically, data centers 
were like a. Well, let me back up here. All data 
centers exist to power IT hardware, and that 
IT hardware exists inside of a rack. Racked 
entities used to be five to seven kW, and that 
was pretty standard across the industry. As we 
move towards hyperscale, we're getting into 
100 kW per rack, right? And as. We look at 
a that's not up there. This picture about the 
data center that we're looking at, 100 kilowatt 
per rack across a campus like that gives us 
gigawatt-scale capacity. So that's a high-level 
overview of what we're talking about when we 
look at capacity.

Tomaszewski: Let's look at the electricity 
demand for those now.

Mahoney: Take for instance the power that 
we're going to provide to the Saline Township 
project for Oracle and OpenAI. That is a 
1.4-gigawatt or 1,400-megawatt campus in 
terms of power demand, it's equal to the 

MAC convened a panel of utility and other experts at the 2026 Annual Conference to discuss 
the current legal, technical and political realities involving data centers and counties’ role in that 
process.

Members of the panel were: Daniel Mahoney of DTE Energy, Lindsey McGuirk of Consumers 
Energy, Eric Paul Dennis of the Citizens Research Council of Michigan and Jeff Zilke of Access 
Michigan. Lois Tomaszewski, Executive Editor of Shoreline Media Group in West Michigan, 
moderated the panel.

Excerpts from the conversation are shared below.

MODERATOR
Lois Tomaszewski, Executive 
Editor of Shoreline Media 
Group in West Michigan

PANELIST
Jeff Zilke of Access Michigan
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power that we would 
provide to about 1 
million households 
across our service 
territory, which is a lot, 
right?

The way I kind of think 
about it is, if Michigan 
had a million people 
move here and our 
population started to 
grow, that would be a 
net positive for us as 
a state. Our incomes would rise, our resources, 
our tax resources would increase, et cetera, et 
cetera. But there'd be some there'd be some 
burden, right? Our roads would take more 
use, etc. Data center usage has the ability to 
provide economic impacts in the perspective 
of the electric utility without those secondary 
burdens right on our communities. So, we 
can sell a lot more electricity to one single 
customer. We can take that new revenue that 
we're going to collect from that one customer, 
and we can use that new revenue to pay 
for all of the investments we need to make 
in our distribution system, and our and our 
generation fleet, and not have to come back to 
our existing customers to fund those projects 
in the future. That, in the simplest way, is the 
benefit of the moment we have here …

McGuirk: We are 
obligated to serve, 
whether it's a new 
manufacturer, a data 
center or anything in 
between. When they 
come to us, we have 
to be equitable and 
fair for any customer 
to serve. What that 
does mean is, pending 
the size, its cost and 
timeline in which we 
can serve that power. 
So, with these large data centers, if we we we 
may have available capacity today to serve 
portions of their load, but it may also require 
new generation. Just important to know that 
we will not hook any customer up to the system 
without adequate protection, safety and the 
supply required for that project to to safely join 
the grid. … So, when these customers do come, 
they're actually going to be helping strengthen 
the backbone of the grid. … So, if these 
customers, we're collecting upfront capital 
payments to make sure that they're footing 
the bill for all of the infrastructure required 
to serve them. That includes the generation 
assets to the distribution and transmission to 
serve their sites.

We also know that if if they use less than what 

PANELIST
Daniel Mahoney of  
DTE Energy

PANELIST
Lindsey McGuirk of 
Consumers Energy
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they say that they were going to use, which is 
very common across businesses, you don't know 
what you need until you're fully operational. 
There are protections in place so that if they 
use less, they're still going to be paying the full 
cost of what we built to, so to ensure there's 
no stranded asset costs. There are long-term 
contracts. There's X fees. So, there are a lot 
of protections in place to ensure all of us  
are protected.

Tomaszewski: What does a data center 
company look for in choosing a community 
that it would want to locate in?

McGuirk: Michigan has been a favorable spot 
for data centers. One, we have very cool 
climates in the wintertime. That's great for 
their cooling needs. We have low risk from 
the environmental perspective. … But what 
opened up Michigan to be truly a viable 
location for these projects is that sales and 
use tax exemption that was passed that helps 
remove the sales and use tax for purchasing 
the equipment inside the building.…

Mahoney: I think the only thing I would add to 
what Lindsey said, which I totally agree with, is 
powered land.

Data center companies look for land that has 
high voltage transmission lines that’s very 
accessible to them. Often running directly 
through the property or adjacent to the 
property, these facilities connect directly 
to the transmission system, not the local 
distribution system that DTE or Consumers 
own and operate right, so that proximity to 
high voltage is incredibly important because 
without that connection, the facility can't truly 
be powered.…

Dennis: Yeah, that's 
the main thing: power 
and land. … They 
also want fiber, like 
internet backbone 
fiber, somewhere 
nearby. But it's a lot 
easier to run fiber 
than it is to build 
new transmission 
lines. The water 
thing isn't that big 
of an issue.  Actually, 
if they're using  

closed-loop systems, they don't need a lot of 
water.

A lot of the data center developers do really 
want to be good neighbors. They want to find 
communities that work with them. But not 
everyone's a good actor in this space. Some of 
them will fight you if you don't want it, but you 
have a really good site. …

Zilke: That's not just a Michigan activity. We 
are involved with projects that are across the 
country in land, power and, to (Dennis’) point, 
access to fiber. As we are moving right now, 
we're in the AI learning phase, where a lot of 
the hyperscalers are building these. … After 
this, we're going to be moving into what they 
call an inference phase, where you're going to 
have smaller data centers, but they're going to 
need to be closer to potential fiber networks …

Tomaszewski: Do you think we are close to a 
data center bubble?

Zilke: Maybe.

Dennis: There's a risk. I don't know about a 
data center bubble. So, the AI part of the data 
center phenomenon, though we might be at a 
peak. There might be a bubble. There's a lot.

What is for sure is there's a lot of speculative 
investment. There's a lot of weird circular debt 
financing behind these things. So, if, and this 
is one thing to consider as a local community, 
these developers start having trouble raising 
debt, some of these projects might be put 
on pause with very little warning for an 
indeterminate amount of time. They might 
change hands before continuing.

I don't think there's much risk at all of having 
empty data center sites. I think that the demand 
for computing power is going to continue for 
the foreseeable future. A couple of wildcards, 
like if someone gets quantum computers 
working, maybe that or some next crazy thing 
in AI that we're not expecting. But I think we 
can assume that data center sites will be used 
if you have the power, you have connection 
to fiber, that site's going to be valuable. But 
there might be some weird industry stuff going 
around for the next few years. I don't think the 
industry is going to collapse. It's not an entire 
bubble, but there are some elements that 
aren't as solid as they might initially seem.

PANELIST
Eric Paul Dennis of the 
Citizens Research Council  
of Michigan
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Mahoney: I think we are at an interesting moment because 
the rhetoric around data centers is so aggressive that 
you do risk the opportunity. You do risk the state missing 
out on a significant opportunity to change the economic 
trajectory of our state. … Should we stop and think about 
this, or should we run full steam ahead and capture this 
moment? And I think that's the bubble that is possible 
here in the state of Michigan is that we, as a state, miss this 
opportunity to attract the next innovation and the benefits 
that come along with it. And I don't want to say that it's 
only benefits and there's no risks and there's no downsides, 
but like you really got to stop and you got to think and you 
got to ask the people who are talking about this issue and 
framing this issue for the public. u

Registered Municipal Advisor with the Security and 
Exchange Commission (the “SEC”) and the Municipal 

Securities Rulemaking Board (the “MSRB”) offering 
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Safely fueling Michigan  
today and tomorrow

For over seven decades, safety has been the 
foundation of everything we do. Last year, we 
invested $1.35 billion to maintain the fitness 
of our pipeline network, ensuring millions stay 
connected to the energy they rely on daily. 

We play a vital role in heating Michigan’s 
homes and businesses, fueling cars, 
trucks and farm equipment, and powering 
manufacturing. As a diversified energy 
company, we take pride in ensuring 
a steady energy supply—safely 
delivering the energy that powers 
the economy and empowers society.

S M

EMPOWERING
THE PUBLIC
SECTOR
We are the momentum behind what’s possible. 
We focus on the operations of your organization 
— allowing you to focus on your community. 
Contact a Rehmann Advisor today and put our 
experience to work for you. Visit rehmann.com 
or call 866.799.9580.

http://www.enbridge.com
http://www.rehmann.com
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Election expert reviews convention, 
campaign finance proposals on 
November ballot
Editor’s Note: Chris Thomas, who spent more 
than 35 years as Michigan’s elections director, 
addressed the 2026 Annual Conference on Sept. 
10 to review the ballot proposals on the General 
Election ballot. Excerpts are shared below.

So, our first proposal is for a constitutional 
convention. The question is, basically, do you want 
to elect delegates to convene as a convention to 
revise Michigan's Constitution? This is put on the 
ballot every 16 years, whether we like it or not, and 
so far, it has not prevailed. … It's gotten nowhere 
close to passing.

Not all states are that way. I noticed an article the 
other day in Kansas where the governor is pretty 
upset because they have a similar requirement 
that the legislature has never implemented, and 
they've gone many years now without putting 
this on the ballot. So, ours goes automatic. The 
legislature's got no say in it. …

If it were to pass, what would happen? Well, what 
would happen? It triggers an election in each state 
house district. There will be one delegate election 
elected, and each state senate district, there'll be 
a delegate elected for a total of 148 delegates, and 
they will convene on the first Tuesday in October, 
which is Oct. 5, 2027.

There's no timeline for them to finish, but when 
they do finish, they can:

1.	 Vote to revise the Constitution and present 
that to the people; or

2.	 Present amendments to the current 
constitution; or

3.	 Agree to not do anything and just go home.

So that's a possibility ― if they were to convene. 

The second one is the more complex issue. This is 
an initiation of legislation on campaign finance. This 
is initiating a law, not a constitutional amendment.

The interesting thing is (in these cases) is when it's 
originally filed and certified, and delivered to the 
Legislature, lawmakers can just enact it, or they 
can put an alternate proposal on the ballot should 
they wish to do so. They did not, so this now goes 
to the ballot.

And if this passes, it cannot be amended by the 
Legislature, unless there is three quarters of vote 
of each house to amend it, which is tough. … So, if 
it gets ensconced in law, it will be very difficult to 
change. …

I'm just going to preview what I think are going 

"There's no 
timeline for them 
to finish, but 
when they do 
finish, they can:

1.	 Vote to 
revise the 
Constitution 
and present 
that to the 
people; or

2.	 Present 
amendments 
to the current 
constitution; 
or

3.	 Agree to not 
do anything 
and just go 
home."

Proposal 2026-1: Convene a  
constitutional convention

Proposal 2026-2: Law to prohibit 
campaign contributions from certain 
regulated utilities and government 
contractors and apply campaign finance 
laws and regulations to additional types 
of political communications

Chris Thomas, who spent more than three decades leading 
Michigan’s elections bureau, reviewed ballot proposals for the 
November election during a Sept. 10 plenary session of the 
2026 Annual Conference.
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to be a lot of sessions that you're all going to 
be doing next year in preparation for this after  
it passes.

So, it doesn't go into effect for 18 months after 
it passes … but it's going to affect particularly 
counties and a lot of other jurisdictions.

So, we're talking about contracts. This is a 
very broad definition in this proposal. It deals 
with everything: services, goods, construction, 
land purchases, land leases. … It's contracts of 
$250,000 or more in the aggregate in a calendar 
year. … There's going to be a lot of questions on 
this. Lawyers are going to really have a heyday 
because (of) multi-year contracts. …

It basically says state contractors cannot 
contribute to state elective candidates and 
office holders. So basically, in Michigan, under the 
Campaign Finance Act, if you're an office holder, 
as (county commissioners) are, you're a candidate 
automatically. So, this deals with both the officials 
and people running for the offices. …

It raises a lot of questions about how who's going 
to know who all these contractors are, so that 
when you're receiving contributions, you know 
who to take them from and who not to take them 
from, and this ban applies to committees that 
support you, so political party committees, PACs 
that support you. They cannot contribute to them 
either. So, it really locks them down on where they 
can go. …

Citizens United was decided in 2010 by the U.S. 
Supreme Court. It said that corporations can 
spend money to speak in support or opposition 
to candidates running for public office, and a case 
right after that said not only that, but corporations 
can contribute to other committees that are 
doing that, and that was a huge sea change in 
the United States in terms of allowing corporate 
money in. And so, what has happened?

You don't see Ford Motor Company out there 
spending a lot of ads, for example, opposing 
somebody or supporting somebody. But they 
may well be giving money to these nondescript 
committees for good government, who are 
doing that, so they can continue to do this. Your 
contractors are not prohibited from doing that.

On the future of ballot proposals in Michigan

What does the future hold for ballot proposals? 

I've been involved in a couple ballot proposals. I'll 
be honest with you. I was involved in the 2018 
and the 2022 ballot proposals on elections, and 
you know, a lot of people have complained about 
those, saying, "Well, these are just things that 
the Legislature never passed, so now we've stuck 
them into the Constitution and they don't really 
belong in the Constitution.

And ours that we put in, we put them in basically 
as rights that the voters have, and that's how 
they went in. People can disagree with that 
if they like, but I do think that going back to 
Proposal 1, the constitutional convention, if this 
continues and we keep seeing (this) … I think 
that there's got to be some limit someday, and 
where people say, you know, some court cases are 
going to say, you know, this really doesn't belong  
in the Constitution. This is statutory, but this is 
direct democracy, right?

In a sense, this is the people. But what are they 
really? I mean, it takes money to put one of these 
on the ballot. This takes millions of dollars to get 
the signatures. We're no longer in the time when 
these are volunteer circulators. There are some, 
but most of these that are successful, they pay for 
those signatures. u

Did you know?
During his review, Thomas noted an 
often overlooked piece of Michigan 
election law:  
You only get one signature

“(In one of the challenges to signatures, 
the state found) 59 that were 
duplicates. In Michigan, we have a 
draconian answer to that: We don't 
just discard the duplicate one, we 
discard both of them.

“That's if you sign more than once. If 
they find out, you're going to get both 
your signatures knocked off.

“(In this case), they had one person 
sign 39 times. This is not fraud. This 
is an organization that had different 
groups, and they were circulating in 
the same place. They'd go back to the 
same place. People sign. Someone 
sticks it in front of them. They sign it.”

SPECIAL 
REPORT

http://www.crcmich.org.  
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County participation in renewable 
energy siting proceedings
BY MATT NORDFJORD  / MANAGING SHAREHOLDER, CST MUNICIPAL LAW

"The designation 
as an ALU carries 
important 
procedural 
rights. Under 
MCL 460.1226(3), 
an ALU may 
intervene by 
right in an MPSC 
contested case. 
Intervention 
allows the county 
to participate as 
a party, conduct 
discovery, 
present 
testimony and 
evidence and 
make legal 
and factual 
arguments 
concerning the 
relative impacts 
of a proposed 
facility. "

Michigan counties may have a significant 
role in utility scale renewable energy 
siting proceedings under Public Act 

233 of 2023 (the “Act”). The Act established 
a state level certification process through the 
Michigan Public Service Commission (“MPSC”) 
for certain large wind, solar and energy 
storage facilities. When a developer seeks 
an MPSC siting certificate, a county should 
promptly determine whether participation 
is warranted to protect identifiable county 
interests. In evaluating the application through 
the contested case process, the MPSC 
must consider the statutory factors in MCL 
460.1225(1)(n), and it may impose conditions 
authorized under MCL 460.1226(6).

A threshold question is whether the county 
constitutes an “affected local unit” (“ALU”). 
MCL 460.1221(a) defines that term as a unit 
of local government in which all or part of 
the proposed energy facility will be located; 

“local unit of government” expressly includes a 
county. MCL 460.1221(n). The Court of Appeals 
recently held in In re Implementing Provisions of 
Public Act 233 of 2023, published opinion of the 
Court of Appeals, issued May 7, 2026 (Docket 
No. 373259), that the statutory definition of 
an ALU includes local governments that lack 
zoning authority over the project. Under the 
Act, a county qualifies as an affected local unit 
even when the relevant zoning authority rests 
with one or more townships.

The designation as an ALU carries important 
procedural rights. Under MCL 460.1226(3), 
an ALU may intervene by right in an MPSC 
contested case. Intervention allows the county 
to participate as a party, conduct discovery, 

present testimony and evidence and make legal 
and factual arguments concerning the relative 
impacts of a proposed facility.  Further, under 
MCL 460.1226(1), upon filing an application, an 
applicant must provide each ALU a one-time 
grant determined by the MPSC to cover the 
costs of intervention, capped at $75,000 per 
local unit and $150,000 in total. When the 
funds are received, an ALU must deposit the 
grant in a local intervenor compensation fund 
and then use it only for costs associated with 
participating in the contested case proceeding. 
Where this occurs, a county should track 
expenditures and determine early whether 
anticipated legal, technical, and administrative 
costs may exceed the grant.

However, counties should note that intervention 
in a contested case is not mandatory. A county 
may reasonably decline to participate if another 
municipality is better positioned and willing to 
protect similar interests. Separate participation 
may be warranted when county concerns 
differ from municipal zoning issues, particularly 
regarding roads, drains, emergency response, 
public safety, infrastructure, or responsibilities 
among affected jurisdictions. A county should 
weigh the likely value of participation against 
its anticipated cost and available witnesses 
or technical support, document the decision, 
and revisit it if the project scope, procedural 
schedule, or other parties’ positions materially 
change.

Timing matters because MPSC siting cases 
proceed as contested cases under Michigan’s 
Administrative Procedures Act. Upon receiving 
notice, the county should promptly identify 
the prehearing conference and intervention 
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deadlines and coordinate with affected townships, 
neighboring counties, project representatives, and other 
participants to determine whether county interests are 
already properly addressed.

Further, pursuant to MCL 460.1227(1), a certificate 
applicant must enter into a host community agreement 
with each affected local unit requiring the facility owner, 
upon commencement of operations, to pay $2,000 per 
megawatt of nameplate capacity located within that unit. 
The payment must fund police, fire, public safety, other 
infrastructure, or projects agreed to by the local unit and 
applicant. If an affected local unit refuses an agreement 
after good faith negotiations, the applicant may pursue a 
community benefits agreement under MCL 460.1227(2). 
These negotiations may proceed independently of the 
county’s intervention decision.

A county receiving notice of an MPSC renewable energy 
application should act promptly but deliberately: confirm 
its ALU status, identify county specific interests, coordinate 
with other governmental units, assess whether intervention 
is warranted, safeguard intervenor funds, and begin any 
required host community discussions. Because each project 
and procedural schedule differs, the county should consult 
legal counsel early and should not assume that another 
ALU’s participation will fully protect its interests. u
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Taking county government on the road: 
The Lenawee County Connect story
BY KIMBERLY L. MURPHY / LENAWEE COUNTY ADMINISTRATOR

"While surveys, 
emails and 
public comment 
periods provide 
important 
feedback, there 
is something 
different about 
hearing directly 
from residents 
about their 
experiences, 
concerns and 
priorities"

On a spring evening in rural Lenawee 
County, a group of residents gathered 
inside a township hall surrounded by 

fields and country roads. About two dozen 
people filled the room. Some came with 
questions about roads and infrastructure. 
Others wanted to learn more about public safety, 
parks, taxes, or county services. A few may have 
simply been curious to see what county officials 
actually do all day.

There was no formal agenda, no gavel, and 
thankfully, no PowerPoint presentation.

Instead, there were conversations.

That simple concept has become the foundation 
of Lenawee County Connect, an ongoing series 
of community meetings designed to bring county 
government directly into the communities  
we serve.

Like many counties, Lenawee County works 
hard to keep residents informed through public 
meetings, livestreams, websites, newsletters, 
and social media. Those tools are important, but 
they all share one thing in common: they require 
residents to come to us.

Lenawee County Connect was built on a 
different idea. What if we went to them?

The goal was simple. We wanted to create 
opportunities for residents to meet face-to-face 
with county leadership, ask questions, share 
concerns, and learn more about the services 
and responsibilities of county government. 
More importantly, we wanted to have those 
conversations in the places where people 
already gather and feel comfortable.

One of the unique aspects of the program is that 
no two events are exactly alike.

Rather than creating a rigid format, each 
commissioner works with local partners within 
their district to determine what makes the most 
sense for their community. Some meetings have 
been hosted in township halls. Others have taken 
place in libraries or as part of existing community 
gatherings. One lesson we learned quickly is that 

there is no single formula for public engagement.

The result is a setting that feels less like 
a government meeting and more like a 
conversation among neighbors.

The discussions themselves vary. Residents have 
asked about everything from roads, public safety, 
and emergency preparedness to parks, senior 
services, housing and economic development. 
Some questions are highly local; others focus on 
countywide issues. Occasionally, someone begins 
with, "I've always wondered ..." and that leads 
to a discussion nobody expected but everyone  
finds interesting.

For the commissioners 
and me, these 
conversations have 
been equally valuable. 
While surveys, emails 
and public comment 
periods provide 
important feedback, 

there is something different about hearing 
directly from residents about their experiences, 
concerns and priorities. Those conversations 
often provide context and perspectives that 
are difficult to capture through traditional 
engagement methods.

The meetings also create opportunities to 
explain the role of county government. Many 
residents are surprised to learn about the wide 
range of services counties provide. The response 
has been overwhelmingly positive.

Residents consistently tell us they appreciate 
having direct access to county leadership 
and the opportunity to ask questions in a 
comfortable environment. Commissioners value 
the chance to connect with constituents outside 
of formal board meetings. Most importantly, the 
conversations help strengthen relationships 
between local government and the communities 
we serve.

Kimberly L. Murphy is administrator for Lenawee 
County and a member of the Michigan 
Association of County Administrative Officers, a 
MAC Affiliate. u

http://www.crcmich.org.  
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Sen. John Cherry LEGISLATOR 
Q&A

Name:  
Sen. John Cherry

District/counties:  
27th/Genesee  

Committees:  
Labor (Chair); 
Appropriations; 
Health Policy; 
Housing and 
Human Services; 
Natural Resources 
and Agriculture 
(Majority Vice Chair); 
Appropriation 
Subcommittees on 
Natural Resources 
and Ag (Chair), 
DHHS (Majority Vice 
Chair), EGLE, General 
Government (Chair) 
and LEO/MEDC

Previous public 
service:  
Michigan House of 
Representatives, 
2019-2023 
(Member); City 
of Flint Charter 
Commission  
(Vice Chair)

What would you say is your biggest legislative accomplishment thus far?

My greatest legislative accomplishment so far is likely the unemployment insurance reform and 
update package, which brought Michigan back to national norms on our unemployment benefits 
and made a series of changes to the process to improve the experience for claimants and improved 
flexibility for employers to utilize work share. 

What are you hoping to accomplish in this next legislative term?

I have a variety of priorities that I would like to accomplish next session, including establishing 
the Revenue Sharing Trust Fund, passage of the hunting and fishing license restructuring package, 
passing the legislation to restore retirement benefits to corrections and conservation officers, 
making the local prosecutor support grant program permanent and, if it is not finished this term, 
passage of the manufactured housing reform package. We also have a variety of opportunities the 
exist in the district to expand economic development and prosperity for residents that I will be 
focused on.

County officials often say the state needs to better understand the local financial and 
operational impacts of legislation before it is enacted. What should the Legislature be doing 
differently to make sure those impacts are considered?

My work on the local prosecutor support program was preceded by a number of different 
conversations with my local county prosecutor, learning the challenges the office was facing and 
riding along with my local State Police Troopers to learn about challenges facing public safety 
operations in my community. Engaging closely with elected officials at home is extremely important 
in developing policies in a way that improves the situation facing local government, as opposed to 
creating more challenging situations.

What is something about county government that you understand differently today than you 
did when you first entered the Legislature? 

Early in my time in the Legislature, I did not fully understand the interplay between court funding, 
indigent defense funding and the growth of problem-solving courts. Today, I have a much greater 
appreciation for how those decisions affect the day-to-day operation and financing of our locally 
funded criminal justice system. 

What county issue do you believe is receiving the most attention in Lansing right now?

The two most prominent issues are enacting a Revenue Sharing Trust Fund, which passed out of 
the Senate for the first time this year, and the low revenue collections associated with the roads 
deal that was passed last year, which will need to be addressed.  u
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government should be run. Never a “knockdown, drag 
out” brawl but certainly some lengthy and repeated 
discussions. In the end, we can sit down together and 
enjoy each other’s company and maybe a mug or two of a 
foamy beverage.

Even my wife of 39 years has canceled me out at the 
ballot box!

The important thing is to remember a disagreement 
should not be life-altering. We are all here with a 
common goal, and that is the betterment of our 
community, our county, our state and our nation, which 
all leads to the bettering of our own lives and that of  
our family.

Our NACo Past President, JD Clark, had a theme that 
we all have a story to tell. That is certainly true. Some 
of those stories are local. Maybe a single mile of road we 
want to get paved. Maybe a specific department that we 
want to change. Maybe a set of Consumers Power dams 
we want to keep around.

Some of those stories ring statewide, such as securing 
court funding or obtaining health care for the inmates 
in the jail. It may even be a nationwide story, such as 
the desire to know that when we get a federal grant it 
will not be suddenly pulled at the whim of a group in 
Washington.

It’s important to tell those stories in the manner we can 
best get them out.

That brings me here to MAC. I am proud to be involved 
with MAC and to be able to tell my story from a rural 
county perspective.

I am also proud of the way that MAC listens to us and 
brings our voice to the Lansing theater. I am proud of 
being here, together, with all of you, working together ― 
yes, working together ― to make our stories heard  
and known.

In the words of Col. Chris A. Hadfield, “Our job is to work 
together, making it possible for individuals in the future 
to do impossible things.”

In the end, those of us in county government don’t flinch. 
We fill the potholes. We answer the 911 call. We open the 
courthouse doors.

All of it working together. u

Letter from the President 
Finding common ground, getting things done.
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