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Rick Outman Throws Support Behind Effort To Keep Septic Systems Private

OUTMAN

By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer
Critical of what he describes as the state’s “one-sided, one-solution attitude,” for rectifying Riverdale’s septic
system issues, resident and Citizens Committee chairman Bob Lombard may have a potential heavyweight in
that community’s corner.
 For the past few months, Lombard and committee members have waged a grassroots battle with the Water
Resource Division, Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy, who have been pushing the Seville
Township community to find a long-term solution for its septic problems.
Instead of lawsuits and pitchforks, the group says that they have remedied the exceedingly high levels of E. coli
bacteria that were measured two years ago in the Pine River, which came as a result of the faulty systems.
Recent samples show, however, that the problems have ceased, according to Lombard.
“From the 175 samples taken since September, our numbers prove we have identified all the polluters,” he said.
Owners either have installed new septics or have a pump and haul contract, said Lombard. And one property
which was troublesome has been vacated and will not be reoccupied. Five property owners have permits pending
with the district health department to install new systems.
“There is only one property we are not sure of,” Lombard summed up, but even this wouldn’t be enough to issue
a citation.
Still, it appears EGLE is not satisfied with the efforts, and continues advocating for a community sanitary system
as the only preferred solution.
“Where is your evidence we’re still polluting?” Lombard questions of the agency. “Keeping our systems private
makes more sense because the soil and lot sizes for new systems are not an issue.”
Outman, whose family tree is planted in Riverdale, has worked with state government for decades. First as a
state legislature, then a Senate aide, and now, a Senator.
His great-grandfather built the Riverdale Tavern that his cousin now operates.
As a member of various Senate committees, including Environmental Quality and Natural Resources, and the
third generation owner of a Montcalm County excavating company, Outman is well versed in septic systems.
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Such is why Seville Township Supervisor Tish Mallory invited him to the last township board meeting.
“I’ve been excavating my whole life,” he said in a phone interview with The Herald.
“So not only do I have the practical experience, but my bachelor of science degree is in biology.”
He mentioned his qualifications to Liesl Eichler Clark, who was appointed this year as EGLE director when he
broached the Riverdale situation with her.
“I can’t guarantee I can stop this but I feel I have a good shot at it,” Outman said of advocating for Riverdale’s
choice of private septic systems.
One obvious problem is to come up with a solution for the properties contracting for pump and haul sewage for
which Outman said he would like to find a long-term fix.
Another drawback is that the health department has no record when or if septic systems were installed, an issue
Lombard and Citizens Committee member Mikie VanHorn have worked this year to rectify.
Outman said septic systems will fail by design if not properly maintained. But even with that, the expected life is
20 to 25 years.
Although the USDA Rural Development could cover 75 percent of building a community sanitary system, the
remaining 25 percent would be left up to the township and individual property owners. That could be around
$15,000 per property.
Outman explained the cost of a new septic system and drain field is based on the number of bedrooms in a
dwelling. He said this is the best gauge to determine the number of occupants.
Outman and 70th District State Rep. Jim Lower, R-Greenville, continue to collaborate on a regional solution. A
few years ago, Lower attempted to push for a statewide septic ordinance but the proposed legislation failed.
Outman is aware of the E. coli bacteria problem in waterways throughout his district. He lives near the Flat
River in Montcalm County that shows elevated levels of E. coli bacteria derived from human waste from failing
septics. Some areas are installing sanitary systems.
As for Riverdale, Outman said, “I’m hoping to find a better way for them.”
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What is PFAS?

PFAS are a group of man-made chemicals used in
waterproof coatings, nonstick coatings, upholstery,
carpeting, paper food wrappings and firefighting
foam, the Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy said. PFAS do not break down
in the environment.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has
called PFAS a growing contaminant of concern.

How prevalent is PFAS contamination?

Most people have a PFAS compound in their blood,
the Michigan Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices said. But since the chemical is being phased out,
a CDC study said levels found in people’s blood is de-
creasing overall. The EPA said companies started to
end production of certain PFAS compounds in 2002.

What is concerning about PFAS?

Studies have identified potential links between
PFAS and increased cholesterol levels; increased risk
of thyroid disease; decreased fertility in woman; lower

infant birth weights; and an increased risk of cancer,
the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
said. Federal health agencies say they cannot directly
link PFAS exposure to health conditions and more
studies are needed.

How are people exposed to PFAS?

People are exposed to PFAS by drinking contami-
nated water; eating food packaged in materials that

contain PFAS; using consumer products that contain
PFAS; and eating fish caught from PFAS-contaminated
water sources, ATSDR said.

Is drinking water safe?

Michigan tested public water systems, schools on
well water systems and tribal water systems. The 2018
study found 90% of the drinking water sources sam-
pled did not have elevated levels of PFAS. Sampling
found high PFAS levels in 3% of the water sources.

Two water systems, in Parchment, Michigan, and
Robinson Elementary School in Grand Haven, exceed-
ed safe limits. The state says when drinking water ex-
ceeds 70 parts per trillion of PFAS, people should drink
bottled or filtered waters.

The state did test private well systems for schools,
day cares and other child care facilities.

If people have questions about their drinking water,
they can call the state’s Environmental Assistance
Center at 1-800-662-9278.

Sources: Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy; U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency; Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease
Registry; Michigan Department of Health and Human
Services.

Contact reporter Craig Lyons at 517-377-1047 or
calyons@lsj.com. 

PFAS: What you need to know
Craig Lyons  Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

Robert A. Tasior stands next to water from the Van
Etten Creek in Oscoda in March. 
RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS FILE

“The Michigan Army National Guard
is concerned about the PFAS issue,” Le-
gros said.

Here’s what the state knows:
❚ The storage and past use of PFAS-

containing foam is a sign of contamina-
tion.

❚ Two water samples were double
the state’s 70 parts per trillion limit for
clean up.

❚ The risk the site poses to drinking
water supplies has not been fully as-
sessed. 

Tests show PFAS contamination in
pond, well at the military facility

The Grand Ledge facility housed a
firefighting unit during the 1980s until it
was disbanded in the 1990s. Records
showed the aqueous film-forming foam
was stored at the facility and possibly
used for training.

Samples pulled from shallow
groundwater and surface water were
enough for EGLE to seek more investi-
gation into PFAS contamination. If
classes of PFAS exceed 70 parts per tril-
lion, the state requires cleanup.

In May 2019, a contractor for the
Michigan Department of Military and
Veterans Affairs pulled 42 samples from
groundwater, surface water and soil.
Twelve of those were ground and sur-
face water.

Two water samples had elevated
PFAS levels, the testing found.

A July report to EGLE said a storm-
water retention pond on the site had
PFO concentration at 141 parts per tril-
lion, more than twice the limit required
for cleanup. Water from the pond goes
into the Reed Drain, a large draining
ditch that runs behind the National
Guard facility.

The base is largely surrounded by
commercial businesses and strips of ru-
ral homes. One shallow groundwater
well had a combined total of 113 parts per
trillion of PFAS. 

None of the samples or monitoring
wells were sunk to enough depth to see
if PFAS contamination is present deep-
er.

Michigan National Guard 
helping with clean up

In October, EGLE met with Michigan
National Guard officials about the 
new sampling work. Fieldwork could
start in late November or early Decem-
ber, said Scott Dean, an EGLE spokes-
man.

EGLE wants more samples from the
soil around the Army Aviation support
facility hangar, sediment in the north-
east portion of the property, surface wa-
ter around a retention basin and six
monitoring wells for deep groundwater.

EGLE is still reviewing the National
Guard’s work plans.

A tenet of the National Guard is that
when it encounters a situation, it will
leave it in the best condition possible,
Legros said.

“That holds true for PFAS,” Legros
said. “We’ll do our part to help clean it
up in any way we can.”

Grand Ledge among Michigan’s 
13 PFAS sites with military ties

The Grand Ledge facility isn’t the
only military-tied facility that’s under
examination for PFAS contamination in

Michigan.
Thirteen of the state’s 73 identified

PFAS sites are tied to military opera-
tions or facilities, EGLE said.

Nationally, the Environmental Work-
ing Group and Social Science Environ-
mental Health Research Institute at
Northeastern University had identified
1,361 PFAS sites in 49 states. The groups
have identified 297 military installa-
tions with known PFAS contamination.

The state linked the use of firefight-
ing foam that contained PFAS to con-
tamination at other Michigan military
sites.

Contamination from the Wurtsmith
Air Force Base in Oscoda led to respons-
es from state and federal officials to in-
vestigate and remediate PFAS. Since
2017, the high levels of contamination
triggered health departments to give
residents bottled water or filtration sys-
tems.

The contamination led to do not eat

deer advisories within five miles of
Clark’s Marsh near the base and do not
eat fish advisories for a portion of the Au
Sable River and Van Etten Lake near Os-
coda. 

The Air Force and EGLE continue to
monitor PFAS levels around the base
and announced a plan to accelerate
treatment of water at the site in 
July. Sen. Gary Peters, D-Bloomfield
Township, had pushed the Air Force 
to address the contamination but 
the agency at first sought to insulate it-
self from Michigan’s environmental
laws.

In 2017, testing found PFAS contami-
nation at Camp Grayling, a training fa-
cility in northern Michigan. EGLE, the
Michigan Army National Guard, and
Department of Military and Veterans
Affairs tested wells around the base and
provided filtration systems or bottled
water to residents whose water had high
levels of PFAS.

Feds trying to tackle PFAS issue

Peters and Michigan’s congressional
delegation all saw the need for federal
action on PFAS. 

“Michigan families are suffering ev-
ery day from the very real impacts of
PFAS contamination and exposure,
which is why we can’t afford to wait any
longer to address this crisis,” Peters said
in an email statement. 

Rep. Tim Walberg, R-Tipton, said he’s
working for more collaboration between
agencies to get resources for PFAS re-
search and response.

“PFAS contamination is a serious is-
sue and we need to take action to pro-
tect public health and ensure our water
supply is safe and clean,” Walberg said
in an email statement.

There’s no shortage of federal legisla-
tion to deal with PFAS:

❚ The PFAS Federal Facility Account-
ability Act aims to increase state and
federal coordination if contamination is
found near federal installations.

❚ A provision that requires airports
to move away from firefighting foams
that contain PFAS.

❚ Provisions in the National Defense
Authorization Act would force the De-
partment of Defense to coordinate re-
sponses at military and National Guard
installations and prohibit the use of
foams containing PFAS by 2023.

❚ A mandate for the EPA to classify
PFAS as a hazardous substance and use
the Superfund law to leverage clean ups. 

Despite federal efforts to deal with
PFAS contamination, Peters said resis-
tance from the Trump Administration
could stall that work, particularly stop-
ping the use of firefighting foams.

“I’m very concerned that the Trump
Administration has objected to phasing
out these foams,” Peters said. “I will
continue pushing to ensure that PFAS is
taken seriously and addressed effec-
tively.”

Contact reporter Craig Lyons at 517-
377-1047 or calyons@lsj.com. 

Grand Ledge
Continued from Page 1A

The Michigan Army National Guard has agreed to do more sampling of groundwater at its Grand Ledge facility to see if
PFAS contamination is a wider problem for the city of Grand Ledge and the rural communities nearby.

Two water samples pulled from Grand Ledge in May had elevated PFAS levels,
testing found. PHOTOS BY MATTHEW DAE SMITH/LANSING STATE JOURNAL
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GRAND LEDGE – Michigan environmental
regulators know PFAS contamination exists at a
Grand Ledge Michigan National Guard facility.
Now, they want to know to what extent the con-
tamination went beyond the site.

The Michigan Army National Guard has
agreed to do more sampling of groundwater at its
Grand Ledge facility to see if per- and polyfluo-
roalkyl substances, known as PFAS, contamina-
tion is a wider problem for the city of Grand
Ledge and the rural communities nearby.

“It is unknown whether an unacceptable risk
of PFOA or PFOS contamination exists in these
residential water supplies, or if the water sup-
plies are threatened by an as yet unidentified
contamination,” the Michigan Department of
Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy wrote in a
July letter to the National Guard.

The Grand Ledge facility has a key red flag
that’s generated PFAS concerns across Michigan
and the country: Aqueous film-forming foam,
which is commonly used for firefighter training.

Capt. Joe Legros, a spokesman for the Michi-
gan Army National Guard, said the National
Guard is working on further investigation and
will figure out how big the problem is. He said the
agency is working with the state and community
to keep people informed.

Since 2017, high levels of contamination from polyfluoroalkyl substances triggered health departments near
Wurtsmith Air Force Base to give residents bottled water or filtration systems. RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS FILE

PFAS contamination hits
Grand Ledge military base
Craig Lyons  Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

PFAS-containing sample water is taken during work at
Michigan State University’s Fraunhofer Center for
Coatings and Diamond Technologies in 2018.
DERRICK L. TURNER/MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

TROUBLED
WATERS

See GRAND LEDGE, Page 6A

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE

“PFAS contamination is a serious issue

and we need to take action to protect

public health and ensure our water

supply is safe and clean.”
Rep. Tim Walberg R-Tipton
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The Leapfrog Hospital Safety Grade is an elite designation from The Leapfrog Group, a national,

independent watchdog that sets the highest standards for patient safety in the United States.
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For some, Thanksgiving is about
the food: Turkey, mashed potatoes,
dressing and pumpkin pie. For others,
it’s about football – more specifically,
Detroit Lions.

And, for many others, it’s all about
the shopping: Planning and strategiz-
ing how best to approach the season of
holiday shopping. It’s for the latter that
we’ve incorporated early distribution
of the Thanksgiving Day paper into our
holiday tradition. This allows readers
to strategize early and often.

If being first matters, you can be
among the first to get the Thanksgiv-
ing edition of LSJ at 8 a.m. Wednesday
out in front of the Knapp’s Centre,
home to the LSJ offices, in downtown
Lansing. I’ll be hawking all morning
and through the lunch hour, eager to
sell you a paper and hear your
thoughts on our journalism.

The Thanksgiving-Thursday edi-
tion of LSJ will be stuffed with good-
ness – including lots of local advertis-
ing and discounts. As has become LSJ
tradition, we’ll have a two-page cross-
word puzzle.

You’ll also find a feature on how one
Michigan State football player plans to
tackle Senior Day against Maryland
and a story about a Lansing police offi-
cer who went above and beyond the
call of duty. If Christmas tree shopping
is on your agenda for the weekend, you
can check out our list of where to find
the perfect tree.

Our entire news staff will share why
they’re thankful for local journalism,
and Graham Couch will share five rea-
sons why Spartan fans should be
thankful.

The Thanksgiving edition is by far
our largest of the year: It weighs in at
about 4.5 pounds, sells for $5 and
gives you everything you need to make
the most of your weekend.

For those outside downtown, you
will be able to find the Thanksgiving
Day edition on most newsstands by
noon Wednesday. That means you can
grab it on your lunch hour or on your
way home. If you’re a home delivery
subscriber (thank you!), there’s a good
chance you’ll get your paper by
Wednesday evening, freeing up your
carrier to enjoy his or her Thanksgiv-
ing Day, too.

Pick up a copy on Wednesday and
enjoy!

Stephanie Angel is executive editor
of the Lansing State Journal. Contact
her at sangel@lsj.com or
@stephanieangel. To subscribe to the
Lansing State Journal, visit
LSJ.com/subscribe.

From the Editor
Stephanie Angel

Lansing State Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK – Mich.

Thanksgiving
comes early; 
get your Thursday
paper Wednesday 



 

Daily News 
Tuesday, November 26, 2019 

  



 

 
 



Page 1 of 2 
 

Daily News 
Wednesday, November 27, 2019 

  



Page 2 of 2 
 

 



Gratiot County Herald 
Thursday, November 28, 2019 

 
 

 

 



18  DECEMBER 2019  |  township focus 

The opioid crisis and 
how townships  

can respond

“There’s a feeling that you made it,” said Ken Verkest, 
supervisor of Harrison Charter Township (Macomb Co.). 
“It’s ceremonial, there is a level of pride that comes with it.  
It’s a big deal for a firefighter.”

One recent ceremony at Harrison Charter Township 
didn’t go quite as planned. Scheduled to begin at 8:30 a.m., 
when the guests began to arrive, they realized that the first 
responders were out on a call. When the responders finally 
returned to the station, the audience was told that the run 
was to help someone overdosing on opioids—the same 
individual they had helped less than 24 hours earlier.

Same person. Same crisis.
When recounting the story, Verkest sighed and, thinking 

of the first responders, said, “There is a certain sadness. You 
think to yourself, ‘Man, I’ve been here twice in less than 24 
hours. What’s the likelihood that I’m not going to get a call 
again because this guy’s gonna be dead?’”

A nationwide epidemic with Michigan impacts
As explained by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, the opioid epidemic began in the late 1990s, when 
pharmaceutical companies told the medical community that 

The swearing in ceremony can be a landmark moment for new firefighters, 
with family, friends, fellow first responders and local officials gathered to 
honor the heroes and recognize their achievement. 
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patients could not become addicted to prescription opioids. 
This led to the narcotics being prescribed and used at a 
greater rate. In time, this grew to misuse and dependence, 
and medical professionals began to see firsthand how 
addictive these medications truly are. Today, the widespread 
crisis involves both heroin, which is now commonly 
laced with additives like fentanyl, as well as prescription 
medications, such as Vicodin or OxyContin.

Opioid abuse is a nationwide epidemic that is hitting 
home in the Great Lakes State, and likely impacts every 
Michigan community. In 2017, of 2,739 deaths related to 
drug overdoses in Michigan, nearly 71 percent—1,941—were 
related to opioids. This is an increase of 17 times since 1999, 
when the state had just 99 total drug-related deaths. The 
correlation to opioids is unmistakable. 

Along with efforts at the federal level, both former 
Gov. Rick Snyder and Gov. Gretchen Whitmer have also 
focused attentions on the crisis. In 2016, Snyder created a 
prescription drug and opioid abuse commission, and the state 
launched a new web resource last year, www.michigan.gov/
opioids/, providing information about opioid addiction—
from data about the epidemic, where those suffering from 
addiction can get help, and information for health care 
professionals—in one location.

Just prior to Township Focus press time, Whitmer 
announced an awareness campaign, with aspirations to 
reduce the number of opioid-related deaths by 50 percent 
over the next five years. This campaign follows the governor’s 
August executive order creating the Michigan Opioid Task 
Force, which aims to identify the root causes of the epidemic, 
raise public awareness and implement actions to help 
Michiganders struggling with addiction access the recovery 
services they need. 

This epidemic is devastating to its victims and their 
families. It also has ripple effects, tearing at the fabric of 
the community, stretching thin public services and health 
systems, and impacting the economy. Substance abuse 
can result in myriad issues, including increased crime and 
violence, car accidents, homelessness, unemployment, and 
more. 

“Opioids and heroin abuse impact every community, 
and it feels like everyone you run into has been personally 
impacted or affected,” said Pat Williams, supervisor of 
Canton Charter Township (Wayne Co.). “It goes beyond 
the state of Michigan. It is a national problem. 

“We are making runs for public safety, on average, twice 
a week responding to overdose calls,” he continued. “Last 
year, I believe, the number is nine souls that we lost. It is 
significant.” 

The statistics and stories may seem bleak, but townships 
can play a role in helping to combat this epidemic—through 
education, information and partnership—offering hope to 
those in need.

Opioid epidemic hits home
No corner of Michigan has gone untouched by the opioid 
crisis—and township officials across the state say their 
communities are struggling with the issue. 

The spring 2019 Michigan Public Policy Survey, 
conducted by the University of Michigan’s Center for Local, 
State and Urban Policy, asked local officials statewide—
including township supervisors, clerks and managers—about 
opioids in communities, and their impacts. The survey 
results showed that 87 percent of township officials felt 
that there were at least some problems with opioids in 
their communities—with 19 percent calling the problems 
“significant.” And the issue doesn’t discriminate based on  
the size of the jurisdiction—anywhere from 60 to a full  
92 percent of communities in populations from less than 
1,500 to more than 30,000 all said that they are experiencing 
problems associated with opioids. 

The results also showed that no region of the state is 
untouched. Some 87 percent of township officials in the 
Upper Peninsula said that there were problems associated 
with opioids in their community—and of those, 26 percent 
said it was a significant issue. Similar responses were reported 
throughout the Lower Peninsula. For example, in Southeast 
Michigan, 91 percent say there are problems, and 26 percent 
say these problems are significant.

Township officials—especially those in smaller 
communities—expressed concerns that the problem was 
not being addressed. In townships overall, only 8 percent 
of respondents say their own jurisdiction is taking steps to 
address opioid issues. Some 55 percent of townships felt the 
issues were being addressed at the county level—which is 10 
percent higher than the 40 percent of township respondents 
who felt like the state was addressing the issues.

Programs like Hope Not Handcuffs bring together local law enforcement 
and community organizations to find viable treatment options for 
individuals seeking help to reduce dependency on heroin and prescription 
drugs, as well as alcohol. 
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The survey also reaffirmed the impact on local services, 
with 76 percent of township respondents saying that 
opioids are an additional burden on local law enforcement 
services (25 percent called it a “significant” additional 
burden). Identical numbers were reported for the impact on 
emergency medical services as well. 

Rural areas hit hard
The impact of the opioid epidemic on small towns and rural 
places has been particularly significant. A December 2017 
study by the National Farmers Union and the American Farm 
Bureau Federation said that almost 74 percent of farmers 
surveyed have been directly impacted by the opioid epidemic. 
That year, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
also announced that the rates of drug overdose deaths are 
rising in rural areas, surpassing rates in urban areas.

 Rural areas face unique challenges in dealing with the 
substance abuse crisis, including a lack of or limited mental and 
behavioral health care and rehabilitation facilities, decreased 
access to primary care and specialty providers, emergency 
services that may be spread over larger geographic areas, and 
limited resources among hospitals or emergency rooms. 

“I cover extremely rural areas,” said Dr. Jennifer Morse, 
medical director of three regional health departments, 
covering 19 rural counties in mid- and central Michigan. 
“This is a huge issue we deal with. Even when people have 
gone through a recovery program, they come back home, 
they have nowhere else to live, the only support people they 
have are their friends they used drugs with, and it’s really 
hard for them not to relapse. They have nowhere else to go. 
That is one thing that is really hard in small, rural areas.”

According to the state Department of Licensing and 
Regulatory Affairs Michigan Automated Prescription System, 
from 2012-2017, more than 7.5 million patients in Michigan 
received more than 103 million opioid prescriptions—which 
were linked to 5,261 overdose deaths. CDC records indicate 
the state of Michigan is listed at 74.2 prescriptions per  
100 people—and among the counties with the highest rates 
were in the central and northern part of the state. 

Roscommon County has been hit particularly hard by the 
opioid crisis. In a recent survey, the county ranked 25th in 
the nation for most opioid prescriptions filled. More opioids 
have been dispensed in Roscommon County than anywhere 
else in Michigan, enough for 443 pills per person.

Gerrish Township (Roscommon Co.) Police Chief Brian 
Hill, who has been with the department for more than  
37 years, says that he has witnessed changes in his area. Over 
the course of the past several years, he noticed a gradual 
change in his community, including an uptick in things like 
domestic violence, drunk—and drugged—driving, and an 
increase in calls related to mental health and suicides. The 
township decided to take action. 

“We’re not unlike any other community,” said Hill, 
noting that the township hosted a round table discussion 
on the opioid epidemic last year with U.S. Sen. Gary Peters 
(D-MI) and local first responders, health care providers and 
community partners. “But we do try to be proactive in our 
approaches to this crisis. You can’t put a band-aid on a crisis.

“There are good folks, from across all spectrums of life,” 
he said of the people who are battling with substance abuse 
addiction. “There is a lot of work to do. But we have to attack 
it proactively to reduce the numbers. Let’s go after it.”

The impact of the epidemic on rural communities is 
so stark that last year, the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) launched a program to help these  
areas address the crisis. Included in the USDA efforts  
are funding opportunities for mobile treatment clinics, 
temporary residential facilities, halfway houses, treatment 
clinics and others. They also offer funding for workforce 
development to help those who have overcome their 
addiction move forward.

This is not a battle that townships have to tackle on their 
own. Morse notes that partnering is critical in these efforts. 
Officials can reach out to their neighboring municipalities 
and county, area health care facilities, local service 
organizations and churches to work together to ensure proper 
education and information about the issues, support for 
addicts and their families, as well as to help secure funding 
for programs—all of which can make a difference, no matter 
how big or small your township.

“You can’t do it by yourself,” Hill echoed. “You just can’t. 
You have to reach out to partners. We can make a difference, 
but we have to think globally to make a difference locally.”

One such social service organization that is endeavoring 
to make strides against addiction is Families Against 
Narcotics (www.familiesagainstnarcotics.org). What began 
in Macomb County in 2007 has expanded across the state, 
with 22 chapters in counties from southeast Michigan to the 
Thumb, throughout northern Michigan and into the Upper 
Peninsula. The community-based program assists those 
seeking recovery, those in recovery, family members affected 
by addiction, and community supporters. Townships, 
or regional partners, can reach out to Families Against 
Narcotics (FAN) as they seek to change the face of addiction, 
dispel the stigma of addiction, and educate the community as 
well as those affected by addiction.

Funding is also a major issue for any efforts to help curb 
this epidemic, and federal, state and other grants—including 
from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (www.samhsa.gov)—are available. Morse 
also recommends that townships connect with the county to 
ensure any and all available funding is being used 
 to its fullest potential. “Liquor tax money, which is 
earmarked for anything drug related, is often not utilized,” 
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Community response  
to opioid abuse

she said. “I encourage townships and counties to really look 
at that, and if they do have unspent liquor tax money, they 
can work with community partners and use it toward drug 
prevention or drug treatment. That money might just be 
sitting there—not being used for what it’s meant to be used 
for.” 

The difference between life and death
One critically important way that townships can help to 
reduce the number of opioid deaths in their area is by 
equipping their local law enforcement and first responders—
and even other municipal employees—with the opioid 
antagonist naloxone. Injected or administered nasally, the 
life-saver—more commonly known by its brand names 
Narcan or Evzio—blocks the effects of the opioids and can 
reverse the effects of an opioid overdose in progress.

Hill is one of Gerrish Township’s trainers to educate 
officers in the use of naloxone—and what to look for when 
suspecting an overdose. “We carry naloxone in all of the 
department’s police cruisers, I can tell you that,” Hill said, 
noting that the department receives the antagonists through 
an area social service organization. During the training, 
officers watch a PowerPoint presentation about the effects of 
naloxone in intercepting the opioid signal in the brain. 

“Since naloxone only works on breaking that connection, 
we focus on signs and symptoms as to whether or not Narcan 
would be a proper response for a person having an opioid 
crisis,” said Hill, who also said that the township’s “fantastic” 
ambulance service arrives on scenes so quickly EMS 
personnel are often the ones administering the Narcan, rather 
than the police officers. 

Since 2017, all police personnel on the road in Van Buren 
Charter Township (Wayne Co.) have been trained in the 
use of naloxone. The department training was provided by 
the county department of mental health, which also supplied 
the naloxone kits. 

“Like so many other departments, it’s a step we’ve taken to 
help with the opioid crisis,” said Gregory Laurain, director 
of the Van Buren Township Police Safety Department. “It is 
a community crisis, no doubt about it. It’s all over the place.”

In September, Van Buren police hosted an opioid forum 
where it was noted that, over the course of nine months, 
officers used Narcan to counteract more than 20 opioid 
overdoses. 

State laws to increase access to and use of naloxone began 
in 2014 with legislation amending the Good Samaritan 
law, creating protections for those hoping to save a life, 
as well as laws requiring that emergency vehicles carry 
opioid antagonists and EMS personnel to be trained in 
administering the life-saving drug.

Laws to enhance access to naloxone have continued since 
2014. In 2016, Michigan passed a naloxone “standing order” 
law, allowing a pharmacist to dispense naloxone without an 
individual prescription and without identifying a particular 
patient. The Good Samaritan Law was also amended to 
prevent drug possession charges against those who seek 
medical assistance for themselves or others in the event 
of an overdose. And this summer, Gov. Whitmer signed 

• Get adequate supply and training for naloxone 
administration.

• Identify changes in illicit drug supply and work 
with state and local health departments to 
respond effectively.

• Collaborate with public health departments 
and health systems to enhance linkage to 
treatment and services.

• Assist in mobilizing a community response to 
those most at risk.

• Provide resources to reduce harms that can 
occur when injecting drugs, including ones that 
offer screening for HIV and hepatitis B and C, 
in combination with referral to treatment and 
naloxone provision.

• Alert the community to the rapid increase in opioid 
overdoses seen in emergency departments and 
inform strategic plans and timely responses.

• Ensure an adequate naloxone supply.
• Increase availability and access to necessary services.
• Coordinate with key community groups to detect and 

respond to any changes in illicit drug use.

• Connect with organizations 
in the community that 
provide public health services, 
treatment, counseling, and 
naloxone distribution.
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One critically important way that townships can help to reduce the number 
of opioid deaths in their area is by equipping their local law enforcement 
and first responders—and even other municipal employees—with the 
opioid antagonist naloxone. 

into law a package of bills creating the “Administration 
of Opioid Antagonists Act,” which makes it easier for 
municipal employees to administer naloxone. Now, it’s not 
just first responders and law enforcement who can save a 
life. A properly trained municipal employee could use the 
opioid antagonist if they believed someone was experiencing 
an opioid overdose. (It is important to note that employees 
who act in good faith are exempt from any liability if their 
conduct doesn’t amount to gross negligence.) 

Rescue and recovery
Williams has seen first-hand in his own community the 
impact that opioid addiction can have. He knows that helping 
opioid abusers access treatment can make all the difference. 
That’s why Canton Charter Township—along with 
neighboring Plymouth Charter and Northville Townships 
(Wayne Co.)—are the lead communities in creating a “rescue 
recovery program” to help those battling addiction in their 
communities. Rescue recovery programs give addicts an 
opportunity to seek help, rather than end up behind bars. 

The Conference of Western Wayne Rescue Recovery 
program, which started last fall and also includes two cities 
as its partners, is a pilot program that attempts to break 
the common cycle with addicts of detoxing in jail—rather 
than with proper treatment—which frequently results in the 
person using drugs again when they are released. Through 
a partnership with regional social support group Growth 
Works and an area hospital, as well as the townships’ public 
safety departments, a network has formed. 

Now, “when an addict is encountered, it gives them the 
option of treatment versus jail,” said Williams. 

Gerrish Township also works closely with a nonprofit, 
Neighbors on Watch, which reaches out to residents in need 
to ensure that they have ongoing support, as well as the basic 
essentials. “We are so blessed within our community to have 
this organization,” Hill said. “We work with them every 
single day. It shows the compassionate side of addressing 
issues in the community.”

Nine townships are also part of a statewide program, created 
by Families Against Narcotics, called Hope Not Handcuffs. 
The program is aimed at bringing local law enforcement and 
community organizations together to find viable treatment 
options for individuals seeking help to reduce dependency with 
heroin and prescription drugs, as well as alcohol. 

Under the program, an individual suffering with addiction 
can go to a participating police agency and ask for the help. 
From there, Hope Not Handcuffs helps the person get into 
treatment as soon as possible, regardless of if they have health 
insurance. Since the program began in 2017, more than 3,500 
individuals have taken part—and received hope. Among the 
townships participating in the program are Clinton Charter 
Township (Macomb Co.), Waterford Charter Township 
(Oakland Co.), White Lake Charter Township (Oakland Co.), 
Argentine Township (Genesee Co.), Genesee Charter 

Township (Genesee Co.), Grand Blanc Charter Township 
(Genesee Co.), Montrose Township (Genesee Co.), and 
Saginaw Charter Township (Saginaw Co.), with Huron 
Charter Township (Wayne Co.) coming on board soon. 
In addition, the Macomb County Sheriff’s Office—which 
serves Harrison Charter, Macomb, Lenox and Washington 
Charter Townships—also participates.

Townships can reach out to their local Families Against 
Narcotics chapter if they would like to consider starting  
a similar program in their own area. More information  
can also be obtained by calling Hope Not Handcuffs at  
(833) 202-HOPE. 

The Michigan State Police’s (MSP) Angel Program also 
allows someone struggling with opioids to walk into any state 
police post during business hours and ask for help. They will 
then be transported to a treatment facility. In addition to 
participating in MSP’s Angel Program, Gerrish Township 
also works directly with a nationwide, faith-based community 
program called “Lion’s Den” to help area residents battling 
addiction. 

“It’s all voluntary,” Hill noted. “The person does have to 
want to get off the addiction themselves. It’s successful— 
I’ve seen it. It’s a great opportunity and a great thing for our 
community.” 

Williams echoes how each of these rescue recovery 
programs can make a positive difference. He too has seen it 
first-hand in his own community with Help Not Handcuffs. 
“Some 86 percent of those engaged wanted treatment, which 
is a good thing,” he said. “Once they are detoxed, there is the 
next level of counseling and support that goes on perpetually 
until the individual is fully recovered.” 
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Drop off and take back
While opioids do have a role in medical care, preventing 
them from falling into the wrong hands is critical, according 
to Morse. 

One solution is offering residents the opportunity to drop 
off unwanted or unneeded opioids, and other medication, for 
proper disposal. Gerrish Township has had its drop-box for 
medications for more than 16 years. Originally funded by a 
community group more than a decade ago, the drop-box sits 
outside the police department and is available 24 hours a day, 
seven days week. The township also just received a new drop-
box from the Rite Aid KidsCents Foundation.

“The community loves it and we love to have it for 
them,” said Hill, noting that because his township is by 
Higgins Lake, he also had concerns that drugs would be 
disposed of improperly and end up in the watershed, which 
is another reason the drop-box is valuable to the community. 
The dropped-off drugs are collected every six months and 
incinerated.  

Van Buren Charter Township also offers a “drug drop-off” 
in the lobby of its police station. “We started this earlier this 
year,” Laurain explained. He sees the box as an opportunity 
for people to dispose of the unneeded drugs in the time 
between the Take Back events they host with federal Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) (discussed below).

“We try to make it convenient for residents,” he said. “The 
receptacle is available, basically around the clock. Even if it is 
after hours, as long as they see the front desk first, they can 
dispose of the items.”

The program is in partnership with the Detroit Wayne 
Mental Health Authority, which supplied the box. When 
the drugs are dropped off, they are logged into their property 
room. The department also works with a company that 
collects the pills on a quarterly basis. The drugs are then 
burned and destroyed. 

The township has seen a positive reaction to the drop 
box in the short time they have had it available, and Laurain 
encourages other townships to explore offering a similar 
service. “What a way to help give back to your community if 
you have a way to get rid of these drugs,” he said.

Even if a township does not have its own drop-off 
program, it can promote others in the area. “I believe all of 
the state police posts have permanent stations,” Morse said. 
“A lot of other local police and sheriff’s departments will 
have them as well. Townships can help just by being aware 
of when they are available and helping law enforcement 
advertise their availability. And if you don’t have one in your 
community, encourage law enforcement to have it available.”

In addition to drop boxes, townships can also help to 
organize or take part in “Take Back” community events, 
which are an opportunity for participants to dispose of any 
unneeded medications, including opioids. 

“This is a big effort in law enforcement,” Laurain said, 
noting his township’s quarterly partnership with the 
DEA’s National Prescription Drug Take Back Days. Once 
the township responds to the DEA whether is wishes to 

participate that quarter, the federal agency sends boxes 
for collection, and the township promotes the event on its 
Facebook page and website. During a four-hour window, 
residents from the township and neighboring areas enter the 
police station discarding their unwanted prescription drugs 
into the boxes supplied by DEA. 

During the DEA’s October Take Back Day, 208 different 
Michigan law enforcement agencies participated in 262 
collections—making it the fourth highest participation in 
the nation. Over the course of this one day this fall, a total 
of 27,856 pounds in prescription drugs were collected in 
Michigan. The DEA has hosted 18 Take Back events in 
all, collecting 272,931 pounds of prescriptions in Michigan 
alone. Townships that wish to join the DEA’s Take Back 
events can visit www.dea.gov and register online.  

Education and communication efforts
The Michigan Department of Health and Human Services 
has a three-tiered approach to combat the epidemic across 
the state. Many options, including access to treatment, use 
of naloxone, and take back events, are considered “secondary 
prevention”—help or assistance after someone is using or has 
used opioids. 

There is another component as well: primary prevention, 
or efforts to prevent the abuse from beginning in the first 
place. 

“This is a disease, and we need to come at it from a 
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different angle,” Hill said. “It is a matter of trying to 
intervene before we need things like Narcan.”

Strong social support systems, changes in how opioids are 
prescribed, and education are key components. In fact, this 
year, Public Act 255 of 2017 began supporting a prescription 
opioid drug abuse education curriculum in schools starting 
during the fall semester.

Talking with students, explaining the risks, and what 
addiction looks like is one way that communities can get 
involved. Williams sees efforts like that occurring in his own 
local schools. He said he speaks regularly with his school 
superintendent, and together, they discuss issues that are 
significant and important to his community and school 
district. 

“Our regional social service network, Growth Works, 
works not only with adults in our community, but also all the 
student-aged groups,” he said, noting that the educational 
presentations combine videos, subject-matter experts, 
speakers and questions-and-answers periods.

Information can also be shared through your township 
newsletter, website, at board meetings, or posted in the 
township hall or public areas. For Hill, educating the public 
on the epidemic is an everyday thing. 

“It’s constant for me, as chief of police, to make sure I am 
informing the public,” he said. “For me, and our officers, this 
is whenever we are out and about.” It goes beyond simply 
reminding residents of the township’s drop-box or other 
community programs. “It’s also, ‘Hey, listen, you need to 
pay attention to what’s around you,’ ”  Hill said. “A lot of it 
is partnering—having meetings, sharing information and 
resources. That’s the biggest issue.”

 Williams concurs that face-to-face conversations keep the 
issue at the forefront. “When I attend an event, such as the 
chamber of commerce and other community groups, or have 
programs, like the State of the Township address, I share 
what we are doing,” he said. “So, the word is out there.” 

Even talking with peers can help keep the issue at the 
forefront. “When the leaders of different municipalities come 
together, we are all sharing ideas and trying to figure out how 
to solve issues in our own communities,” said Williams. “This 
happens to be one issue, but it is a significant one.”

Supporting local efforts
Townships can even play a role simply by working with and 
offering support to social service organizations. 

The Wayne County chapter of Families Against Narcotics 
holds its monthly meetings at Canton Charter Township’s 
Summit on the Park facility. “They do a lot of publicity and 
different programs in the region, where they reach out again 
not just to the families of those who are using but also to the 
users themselves,” Williams said.

Morse also praised the outreach done these substance 

abuse service organizations—some of which are started by 
local officials themselves, and all of which make a difference 
in their community. “More and more communities are 
getting these types of organizations,” she said. “Some are 
started by family members, some are started by county or 
township officials or other community members. Getting 
more and more communities to start those kinds of programs 
can help encourage and continue involvement by the 
community to keep the community drug-free.” 

Townships could consider reaching out to similar 
organizations in their regions—offer to help publicize 
information, share details about meeting space, or just have 
contact information available for police and emergency 
services personnel to share. If a township doesn’t have 
organizations helping families or people suffering with 
addictions in their region, consider investigating USDA 
grants and other funding opportunities or maybe even 
reaching out to other local partners to see if there is 
something you can do together to help your residents who 
need an extra hand. 

Seeing hope, finding solutions
While Verkest saw firsthand what his local first responders 
deal with around opioids that morning of the swearing in 
ceremony, he also sees hope in other places. 

“Our District Court 41B has an excellent drug/sobriety 
court,” he said. The community corrections program 
combines efforts of the judiciary, community and treatment 
providers to create a safe and addiction-free society. Recalling 
ceremonies where not just family and friends, but also law 
enforcement and staff from the court system attend to 
support the program participants, Verkest said, “You can’t 
go through a graduation ceremony without being teary-
eyed. There is also incentive for those still going through the 
program to say, ‘I want to be there someday.’ ”

In time, with assistance and support from local 
communities, more Michigan residents suffering under 
opioid addiction can truly find that hope for a better day.

“If we could all work together to destigmatize and bring it 
to the light of day, then we can also work together to find a 
solution,” said Williams.

Scott Southard, MTA Staff 
Writer, and Jenn Fiedler,  
MTA Communications 
Director
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