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Read what you had to say
about the huge fire in down-
town Shepherd on
themorningsun.com.
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Readers react to
devastating fire

Pillars of the Community will
be hosting their Turf Fundrais-
er from 6to 8p.m. on Satur-
day, March 14. PAGE A2
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Turf Fundraiser to be
held at Hunter’s Ale

The president, Benghazi,
panhandling and Sasquatch,
among other things in today’s
Sound Off. PAGE A4
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Read what your
neighbors are saying

Alma College named Steven
Rackley its new athletic direc-
tor earlier this week.
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A firefighter walks down Wright Avenue in Shepherd on Wednesday the morning after a fire destroyed four buildings on the south side of
the 200block.

BySusan Field
sfield@michigannewspapers.com
@sfield_msun on Twitter

When tragedy strikes in Shep-
herd, nobody stands alone.

As firefighters from three de-
partments battled the blaze that
destroyed nearly an entire block
of downtown businesses, local
eateries were sending food.

Mitchell’s Deli and Marrita’s
owners sent pizza and other
items to keep firefighters nour-
ished as they fought the con-
flagration that appears to have
started at the Shepherd Argus
and Grim Printing building in

the 200 block of West Wright
Avenue.

It might never be known
where or how the fire started,
but several Michigan State Po-
lice fire investigators were at
the scene Wednesday morning
as rubble continued to smolder,
several community members
standing along Wright Avenue
looking on at the devastation
that left several people without
homes and killed at least two
pets.

Shepherd Police Chief Mi-
chael Main, who is also a mem-
ber of the Isabella County Cause
and Origin Team, was inter-

viewing upstairs tenants and
owners of the buildings that
were destroyed in the fire that

started at about 4:30 p.m. Tues-
day.

SHEPHERD

CAUSEOF FIREMIGHT
NEVER BE KNOWN

Community pulls together after
blaze; three businesses lost

BySusan Field
sfield@michigannewspapers.com
@sfield_msun on Twitter

An outpouring of support fol-
lowed Tuesday’s devastating fire
in Shepherd that reduced nearly
a block of buildings to burned
rubble, and left several apart-
ment renters homeless.

Even before firefighters fin-

ished their work at the scene in
the 200 block ofWestWright Av-
enue, local business owners and
others were working to get help
to those who lost everything in
the heartbreaking blaze. Here
are different ways you can help:

• Tanner Sova of Dick Sova
Auto Sales, located at 204 W.
Wright Ave across the street
from the burned businesses
and apartments, arrived at work
Wednesday to several commu-
nity members asking how they
could help. Being part of a local

business, Sova wanted to give
back to the community. As of
early Wednesday morning, peo-
ple dropped off children’s cloth-
ing, toiletries, nonperishable
foods and other items to help
the people who lived above the
businesses. Physical donations
can be taken to the Coe Town-
ship Hall in downtown Shep-
herd.

• A bank account was set up
for cash donations at the Shep-
herd branch of Isabella Bank.

• A woman and her three

young children were renters in
one of the apartments, and do-
nations of clothing are being
accepted at the township hall.
Sizes needed are girls 4T, boys
4T, girls 18-24 infant and la-
dies’ 2X shirts and pants. A Go-
FundMe page was set up for the
family, you can find it by search-
ing

• Another GoFundMe site
was established for Aaron Fent,
a Central Michigan University
student who lived in one of the

After the fire: How you can help
Community reaches
out to assist victims
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By Linda Gittleman
lgittleman@michigannewspapers.
com

Alma is beginning to look at a
change in some permits for the
city’s business buildings.

If a retail store has sold to an-
other retail store, there likely
wouldn’t be any special permit
needed, said Alma Assistant City
Manager Aeric Ripley.

But if a storefront, for exam-
ple, should become an assem-
bly operation, or perhaps an of-
fice, a different permit might be
needed.

Ripley pointed out that an
electrical inspector recently
noted that in one building —
when a different type of busi-
ness moved in — the new busi-
ness did not have a permit for
the installation of that kind of
equipment.

Other local cities are also
looking at the same issue or will
soon, he said.

No action was taken by the

ALMA

Building
permits
may need
updating
Commission to
look into idea

BySusan Field
sfield@michigannewspapers.com
@sfield_msun on Twitter

AMt. Pleasant woman accused
of threatening fed-
eral officials is fac-
ing charges in U.S.
District Court in
Bay City after al-
legedly telling a
911 operator that
someone should
get caskets for a
judge and assis-
tant United States
attorney.

In a 911 call recording ob-
tained by theMorning Sun under
the Freedom of Information Act,
a dispatcher answers a 911 call
and there is a long pause before
a woman speaks, saying some-
thing unintelligible before mak-
ing reference to caskets for U.S.
District Judge Thomas L. Luding-
ton and Assistant U.S. Attorney
Roy Kranz.

As the dispatcher tried to keep
communicating with the woman,
there was background noise for
several seconds before someone
hung up the phone.

Police believe the woman on
the tape is Lynnette Diane Ben-
nett, who was charged in the

MT. PLEASANT

Woman facing
trial in federal
court for threats
911 call records conversation
about judge, prosecutor

Only rubble remains of four buildings that burned Tuesday night on
Wright Avenue in downtown Shepherd.

Bennett
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Turf Fundraiser to be
held Saturday

Pillars of the Commu-
nity will be hosting their
Turf Fundraiser from 6 to
8 p.m. on Saturday, March
14, at Hunter’s Ale House in
Mt. Pleasant to benefit the

stadium improvement proj-
ect.

A silent auction will be
held from 6 to 7 p.m. with
the program beginning at 7
o’clock. After the program,
a band will perform. Post-
fundraiser entertainment
will be put onmy JediMind
Trip.

Main said chances of de-
termining what caused the
fire by investigating the re-
maining debris is “slim to
none,” adding that he was
asking people who lived in
and owned the buildings if
they knew of any electrical
or heating issues, or any-
thing else that stood out.

Still, the cause of the
fire will likely be undeter-
mined, Main said.

While local restaurant
owners pitched in to help
with feeding firefighters,
others in the tight knit
community were helping
out as well, and the Sweet-
est Little Town Around’s
Maple Syrup Festival will
go on as planned Saturday
and Sunday.

Ron Rhynard of the
Shepherd Sugar Bush, who
was talking among those
watching fire investigators
Wednesday morning, said
the blaze is devastating to
the community.

“We don’t have a lot of
businesses downtown,”
Rhynard said. “Any time
we lose a business, it
hurts.”

A laundromat, the Shep-
herd Argus and Baskets By
Hand were totally lost in
the fire.

A building that houses
the Showalter Group and
other business was dam-
aged by water and smoke,
but Matt Showalter said
Wednesday morning that
the damage to the build-
ing is nothing compared
to what others lost.

Bill Sublett, a columnist
and photographer for the
Argus, said archives of the
weekly newspaper that has
been printing for 115 to 120
years, were lost in the fire.

Sublett also said the lat-
est and possibly last edi-
tion of the Argus was is-
sued Tuesday morning.

That history being gone
is a huge loss to the com-
munity, Sublett said, add-
ing that he feels for the
people who rented apart-
ments in the building be-
cause they lost everything.

One renter, Aaron Fent,
who managed to get his
bird out and warn his
neighbors of the fire, did
end up with one posses-
sion.

Fent, a Central Mich-
igan University student
who lost his cat, Joey, in
the fire, didn’t lose his car.

As firefighters battled
the blaze, Main was able
to get Fent’s car away from
danger.

Blaze
FROMPAGE 1

apartments. Donations can
be made for Fent at http://
bit.ly/1Ms6RHU.

• A GoFundMe set up
to help the community by
going to http://www.go-
fundme.com/buildingshep-
herd.

Red Cross workers
were assisting five renters
Wednesday with getting
food, lodging, transporta-
tion, glasses, medications
and other necessities.

While anyone can do-
nate money to the Ameri-
can Red Cross Disaster Re-
lief Fund at any time, the
organization does not ear-
mark funds for any specific
person or family because its
policy is to treat everyone
equally.

Sova and others wanted
to start collecting cash and
other goods that the rent-
ers will need as they relo-
cate and rebuild their lives.

Word of mouth spread
fast, from the Shepherd
Bar and other local busi-
nesses, and donations were
being dropped off at the
auto shop.

“We just want to do our
part,” Sova said.

Sova and his brother,
Trevor, were the first to
notice the fire and called
911.

After that, they received
help from firefighters,
friends and neighbors mov-
ing cars as heat from the
flames cracked windows
in the front of the busi-
ness, which was also cov-
ered with soot and was be-
ing washed down Wednes-
day morning.

Several others have ex-
pressed through social me-
dia their desire to help, and
donations are pouring in.

Alexa Snyder created the
GoFundMe site “Building
Shepherd Back Up.”

ByWednesday afternoon,
the site had raised more
than $1,300 and had a goal
of raising $1,000.

Help
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federal Eastern District of
Michigan in February with
threatening a federal offi-
cial and later released on
bond.

Bennett waived a pre-
liminary hearing that was
to take place last week and
a federal judge earlier this
week approved her attor-
ney’s request for a 30-day
extension on a deadline

that came to pass Monday
to file information with
the court.

United States Magis-
trate Judge Patricia T.
Morris also ordered that
the time period between
Monday’s deadline and
April 8 will be excluded
in calculating the time
within which an indict-
ment or information must
be filed under the Speedy
Trial Act, according to
court records.

Bennett, whose father
and brother were tried

in Ludington’s Bay City
courtroom with Kranz
prosecuting the cases, is
accused of making the
threats Feb. 6 from her
home in the 1000 block of
East Andre Street in Mt.
Pleasant.

Mt. Pleasant police offi-
cers, who handled the ini-
tial investigation before it
was turned over to the FBI,
went to the home after the
call was made and spoke
to Bennett’s husband, who
said he did not call 911.

Officers found that Ly-

nette Bennett ’s phone
number, provided to police
by her husband, matched
the call to central dis-
patch.

That phone’s call his-
tory also showed calls to
911, according to court
documents.

Bennett’s husband ex-
plained to police that her
brother, father and an-
other relative were prose-
cuted in federal court and
that she was “not happy
about this,” according to
court records.

As the Mt. Pleasant offi-
cer was leaving the home,
he heard Bennett speaking
inside the home, and later
listened to the 911 call
and identified her as the
woman talking in the call.

Ludington presided over
cases that Kranz pros-
ecuted against Waylon
Pego, Bennett’s brother;
and Allen Wade Pego Sr.,
her father.

Waylon, 31, is serving
time in a federal prison in
Tucson, Ariz. for several
domestic violence-related

convictions.
Allen, 59, is in the Al-

lenwood low security fed-
eral prison in Allenwood,
Pa. for aggravated sex-
ual abuse, sexual abuse
against a minor and wit-
ness tampering.

Bennett has several
prior convictions in state
court, including assault
and battery in 2010, op-
erating while visibly im-
paired in 2012 and mali-
cious destruction of prop-
erty greater than $100 in
1995.

Threats
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commission as the city be-
gins looking into it.

In another matter, Rip-
ley reported to the board
on the recent meeting with
the Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality and
others on the quality of
the Pine River.

Cit y Manager Phi l
Moore is looking to join
with other units of gov-
ernment within the wa-
tershed to study the
problem.

Commissioner Greg
Mapes asked that air qual-

ity also be part of the dis-
cussions.

“When the wind shifts,
some properties are neg-
atively impacted,” Mapes
said.

On still another matter,
the board approved a five
year contract with Moore,
ending in February, 2020.

“I’m pleased with what
Phil has done for us,”
Mapes said.

Without discussion,
commissioners also unan-
imously approved a reso-
lution in support of Pro-
posal 1, a May 5 ballot
proposal that will raise
sales taxes from 6 to 7 per-
cent to finance the state’s
roads.

Permits
FROMPAGE 1

ByDavidEggert
Of The Associated Press

LANSING >> On a Tuesday
morning in October 2010, a
beaming Gov. Jennifer Gra-
nholm and executives of
the Detroit Three automak-
erswalked into ameeting of
Michigan’s economic devel-
opment board to announce
the final pieces of an agree-
ment to head off thousands
of company layoffs looming
for the recession-battered
state.

The state would provide
$2.9 billion in tax credits
to help upgrade Michigan
auto plants for the future;
the carmakers would agree
to add and keep factory jobs
on their home turf.

“Today really seals that
Michigan will remain the
center of automotive man-
ufacturing in the United
States and around the
globe,” declared the term-
limited Granholm, a Dem-
ocrat, a week before voters
would choose her successor.

Four years later, few are
saying the deals were a bad
idea but any sense of cele-
bration is long gone. The
bill for the job rescue— and
similar ones in other states
that used tax credits aggres-
sively — is now coming due
and providing a lesson in
the downside of such mea-
sures.

The auto companies and
many others are cashing in
hundreds of millions of dol-
lars in credits a year, cutting
deeply into state revenues
at a time when the budget
should be flushwith a rising
economy. A projected $410
million budget shortfall is
triggering cuts in funding
for hospitals and diverting
K-12 money to other pur-
poses.

Having called such gen-
erous tax credits the “her-
oin drip” of government,
Republican Gov. Rick Sny-
der has stopped awarding
new ones despite the risk
of hurting business recruit-
ment. He instead is offer-
ing a smaller pot of cash for
grants and loans.

Even with the tax credit
halt, Michigan is still liable
for up to $9.4 billion in old
credits, which could reduce
tax revenue by at least $500
million a year for the next
15 years.

Though its economy is

improving and unemploy-
ment rate is at a 12-year low,
Michigan is going to voters
inMay to approve a sales tax
increase for road improve-
ments it cannot afford.

“It just is a pit inmy stom-
ach,” said Rep. Ken Yonker,
a pro-business Republican
who owns a landscaping
business outsideGrandRap-
ids. “Why do we keep subsi-
dizing this?”

Auto industry backers in-
sist the tax credits were still
money well spent.

Without them, “Michi-
gan would be languishing
in the doldrums of 2009,”
said Mike Johnston, a lob-
byist for theMichiganMan-
ufacturers Association.

The budget outlook is
also grim in Oklahoma,
which dished out tax cred-
its to wind energy develop-
ers and other industries to
spur its economy. Now, as
the state suffers from slid-
ing oil prices, it faces a bud-
get hole of more than $600
million, and the Legislature
is telling agencies to prepare
for up to 10 percent funding
cuts.

Especially distressing to
state officials is the sudden-
ness and uncertainty of the
financial impact.

In Michigan, about 220

large companies are allowed
to subtract from their fu-
ture business taxes certain
amounts for each job they
add or keep, with higher
deductions for higher-pay-
ing jobs. With salaries ris-
ing in a better economy, the
value of the credits has been
going up. And when com-
pany revenues rise and cre-
ate a need to offset the tax
liability, large blocks of cred-
its can be redeemedquickly,
cutting state revenues.

The state’s economic
development agency this
month revised the esti-
mated liability upward by
$2.9 billion, or 44 percent,
through 2031.

Aides to Granholm, who
now teaches at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley,
say that any grousing now
overlooks the desperate sit-
uation five years ago.

General Motors and
Chrysler were drowning
even with emergency fed-
eral loans and ultimately
had to file for bankruptcy
protection. Michigan was
competing with Wisconsin,
Tennessee and other auto
states over which plants
would close. The industry
directly supports 15 percent
of Michigan’s jobs.

“We did what we needed

to do in order to save the
jobs that we saved,” said
Fred Hoffman, Granholm’s
special adviser for economic
development.

Hoffman said twoMichi-
gan factories — GM’s Orion
Assembly Plant and Chrys-
ler’s Sterling Heights As-
sembly Plant — would have
closed otherwise.

The tax credit backlash is
increasing sentiment among
some legislators for busi-
ness to accept a larger bur-
den. Snyder and the GOP-
controlled Legislature also
slashed business tax rates
after he took office in 2011.

“We’ve got major invest-
ments we’ve got to make
in public education and in-
frastructure,” said Rep. Jim
Townsend, the top-rank-
ing Democrat on the House
Tax Policy Committee, not-
ing that Michigan com-
panies paid the country’s
third-lowest share of to-
tal state and local taxes in
2013.

But Snyder and leading
Republicans are pressing
companies to schedule the
credit redemption in ad-
vance to help with budget
planning. And the officials
are pledging to be wary of
the tools used in the future
to boost jobs.

STATE

Michigan paying the price now
for tax plan to save business

ByAlishaGreen
Of The Associated Press

LANSING >> The Michigan
House has approved a bill
cutting off the state’s film
incentives, despite recent
comments from the gover-
nor that he doesn’t support
an abrupt end to the pro-
gram.

The bill, approved 58-51
Wednesday, would end the
film incentive program ef-
fective with the new fiscal
year Oct. 1. The program
gives funding to movies,
TV and digital productions
in the state.

The bill now goes to the
Senate, where it has faced
skepticism from Majority
Leader Arlan Meekhof.

He did not support the
bill as it came out of com-
mittee because it would “ef-
fectively be the state seek-
ing to get out of a contract
early,” said AmberMcCann,
spokeswoman for Senate
Republicans.

The issue Meekhof and

others was that credits
awarded to a production are
not always paid by the state
the same year. A production
must be completed before it
can receive funds. If funds
are cut offwithout account-
ing for that lag time, some
projects could lose prom-
ised payments.

House Republicans
aimed to address those
concernswith amendments
made to the bill this week.
One clarified that existing
agreements for reimburse-
ments will still be honored
for expenses incurred be-
fore Oct. 1, 2016. Another
would direct any leftover
money from the fund to re-
paying the state public em-
ployee retirement system.

But the abrupt end of the
program could still face op-
position.

Republican Gov. Rick
Snyder said Tuesday he
would prefer to see a “grad-
ual ramp-down” of the pro-
gram. He proposed allocat-
ing $50 million for it in the

next fiscal year.
The bill was approved

mostly along partisan lines
in the House Wednesday.
Democratic Reps. Har-
vey Santana of Detroit and
John Kivela of Marquette
joined the majority of Re-
publicans voting for the
bill. House Republicans
who voted against it in-
cluded Reps. Mike Callton
of Nashville, Kathy Craw-
ford of Novi, Ben Glardon
of Owosso, Peter Lucido of
Shelby Township, Michael
McCready of Birmingham,
and Jason Sheppard of Tem-
perance.

Comments on the floor
reflected a partisan divide.

House Democrat ic
Leader Tim Greimel, from
Auburn Hills, said the pro-
gram has created “highly-
skilled, good paying jobs”
and that $50 million is a
“modest” sum to spend for
the amount of commer-
cial advertising value that
comes from having high-
profile productions made

in Michigan.
He said the Legislature

should reevaluate all tax
credits rather than picking
on one industry.

Bill sponsor Rep. Dan
Lauwers, a Republican from
Brockway, said the argu-
ments about job creation
don’t matter.

“Whatmatters is the bot-
tom line and that is this:We
simply cannot afford to sub-
sidize this business or any
business with our constitu-
ents’ hard-earned money,”
Lauwers said.

The debate over ending
the film incentives comes
in the midst of a larger de-
bate about how to cut costs
and pay for increased li-
abilities. With recent an-
nouncements of the state’s
increased liabilities for busi-
ness tax credits, estimated
at $9.4 billion over the next
two decades, the film in-
centives have been a prime
target for House Republi-
cans looking for ways to
cut costs.

STATE

House approves bill ending state film incentives

CARLOS OSORIO — THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Michigan Gov. Jennifer Granholm, General Motors CEO Dan Akerson, then-U.S. Sen.
Carl Levin, state Sen. Patricia Birkholz and Lansing Mayor Virg Bernero applaud during
a ceremony where GM announced plans to spend $190million to build a new Cadillac at
its Lansing Grand River plant in Lansing in October 2010. Granholm announced Detroit’s
automakers were being given a massive $2.9billion in tax credits to upgrade plants and
keep jobs on their home turf. Recession-era tax incentives credited with heading off
auto layoffs in Michigan are now cutting into state revenues when the budget could be
flush with a rising economy.

“We don’t
have a
lot of
businesses
downtown.
Any time
we lose a
business, it
hurts.”
— Ron Rhynard,
Shepherd Sugar Bush
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