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By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer
Site-specific locations suspected to be contributing the highest priority nonpoint source pollutants are identified
in the Upper Pine River Watershed Management Plan.
Gratiot Conservation District Administrator Julie Spencer showed highlights of the plan to attendees at last
week’s annual conservation district meeting and banquet.
The document runs 407 pages but about the last half consists of appendixes supporting the main body of work.
A copy is available to read or download on the conservation district website. Printed copies may be ordered
through E&S Graphics in Ithaca or from Amazon.
Streamside Ecological Services headquartered in Lowell facilitated the research with input from Spencer and
others including Jane Keon of Healthy Pine River.
HPR, which meets regularly at the Alma Public Library, is a nonprofit federally recognized group who is
positioned to apply for grant assistance now that the plan is completed.
Spencer said the plan makes it possible for groups to qualify for a variety of grant funding.
The price tag for reducing nonpoint sources of pollution within the watershed is estimated at $12 million over a
10-year period if all the recommendations were implemented.
Spencer remarked a key value of the plan offers ways to educate communities on improving water quality and
the environment.
The plan shows geographical imaging of severe sedimentation and erosion from the Great Lakes Watershed
Management System. This tool is used for evaluating, tracking, and reporting water quality and groundwater
areas of concern.
Significant pollutants are sediment, nutrients, pathogens, high water temperature, pesticides and unidentified
sources such as lawn care practices, manure spreading practices, failing septic systems, and direct sanitary
connections.
“Sedimentation is excessive in many areas,” Spencer pointed out.
Areas shaded in pink on a map pinpointed areas of concern. “The plan focuses on the good, the bad, and the
ugly,” she said.
One recommended action is to investigate sediment pollution in the Honeyoye Creek subwatershed, although
this particular buildup was not part of the WMP process.
The plan states that stakeholders suspect that two separate events or human errors contributed to sediment build-
up where Honeyoye Creek outlets into the Pine River in Arcada Township.
Additional sediment sources of pollution are causing the buildup of a sediment island in this location.
Stakeholders would like a further investigation of this site.
The recommended action is to work with the Road Commission and Drain Commission to inventory and
evaluate road and stream crossings in order to identify and prioritize stream crossing repair and replacement
within the UPRW.
With regard to livestock access, agriculture runoff, and inadequate riparian buffers, the plan recommends
continued study on the impacts of manure spreading by small animal farms and concentrated animal feeding
operations. Though CAFO manure is regulated, the plan acknowledged that the practice is considered a
suspected and potential source of pollution in the UPRW.
Likewise, AFOs of under 1000 animal units the manure is not regulated. “The uses and impacts of AFO and
CAFO manure are not fully understood, and further study may reveal if the manure is spread in ways to optimize
its nutrient content and the extent of the impacts of its use when spreading on crops,” the plan advised.
Among the benefits of implementing the long list of recommendations that would improve the watershed’s water
quality would be to create a source for kayaking, canoeing, and boating.
The plan suggests clearing an adequate path for these recreational options.
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Some stakeholders who filled out questionnaires pointed out that recreational uses would be a means of
observing the condition of the river.
Lastly, in order to achieve the goals requires partnerships among all the communities, government units,
environmental and watershed organizations.
Spencer cited a goal is to educate the public about the plan’s findings such as reminded homeowners to pump
their septic tanks every three to five years. She noted that surveys taken recently indicate homeowners are not
aware they even have septic systems.
The Riverdale community in Seville Township is awaiting word from the state Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy as to whether their grassroots effort of disconnecting and/or replacing illicit connection
or failing septic systems has ended the pollution spillage into the river. A determination is expected at any time.
“Human waste was most frequent and most prevalent whether following wet or dry conditions,” Spencer said of
the test samples taken at various locations.
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Wastewater technician Matt Lumbert with the Michigan Rural
Water Association positions a blower over a Lumberjack Road
manhole in 2019 to determine where sewage could be spilling
into a catch basin. MRWA assisted Riverdale volunteers in a
search to pinpoint illicit connections. (Herald photo – Horvath)

 

By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer

Convinced they had abated the issue of inadequate sewage disposal in the Riverdale community and had
submitted a doable remedial plan, Seville Township and a citizen committee learned this week their grassroots
effort fell short in the end.

In a 3-page response dated Feb. 27, Cheri Meyer of the Water Resources Division outlines a list of steps required
of the township and property owners “to demonstrate whether a long-term, community-wide system is
necessary.”

The WRD is part of the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy.

Topping the list is scheduling on-site evaluations of the 12 systems originally identified as discharging into the
storm sewer and evaluations of 68 properties considered not to have a permitted septic system. Fee for this
service through the MidMichigan District Health Department is $196.

This “defensible process,” as Meyer calls it, identifies the MMDHD as the “delegated authority to ensure all
occupied dwellings are served by a sewage disposal system that is constructed and operating in compliance with
MMDHD Environmental Health Regulations.”
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In other words, the data collected by volunteers during on-site visits in the Riverdale Community over 2019 does
not satisfy health department regulations.

Meyer this week acknowledged during an interview the volunteer committee “did provide us information on the
68 homes on a spreadsheet showing that their systems passed. However, we don’t know what criteria the task
force used to say that. We need an official evaluation by the health department.”

This edict marks the third warning the state department sent the township since the initial citation was issued in
2018 for inadequate sewage disposal. A second violation notice was issued in August 2019. However, past
township boards had become aware of the Riverdale situation years before and had hired an engineering firm to
assess the situation and recommend a solution that turned out to be a costly community-wide wastewater
treatment system.

More recently in the last two years, steps at the community level were taken in hopes of satisfying state
regulators and averting any prospect of being ordered to install a municipal system.

In this latest letter, Meyer outlines both short-term and long-term goals that township officials had offered to
carry out previously such as conducting semiannual water testing and establishing a septic district for the
unincorporated village of Riverdale.

WRD officials and local officials are expected to meet in the near future to discuss a timeline.

The following is a series of additional questions put forth to Meyer by The Herald:

H: In the letter, you acknowledge the efforts of the Riverdale Citizens Sewer Committee regarding the 12
troublesome properties but just how worthy have those efforts been?

M: Identification and correction of any illicit discharges to surface waters of the state are helpful. EGLE’s
concern is that while 8 of the 12 systems identified are no longer discharging septic waste to Riverdale’s storm
sewer system, they do not have a permanent solution in place. In order to protect public health and the
environment, EGLE would like to ensure these properties have an approved functioning septic system.
Additionally, approximately 68 of the 122 properties in Riverdale do not have a permitted septic system and may
be discharging to the Pine River and/or the groundwater. Therefore, verification of the operational status of these
systems is necessary.

H: Under the long-term requirements stated in your letter, there is verbiage taken from resolutions adopted by
local boards promising “surveillance” measures such as water testing and a septic ordinance. Have these
resolutions carried any weight?

M: Pursuant to Section 3109 (2) of Part 31 of the Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act of 1994,
as amended, Seville Township is responsible for the discharge of any raw sewage of human origin, directly or
indirectly, into any water of the state if the discharge is from four or more on-site wastewater treatment systems.
That being said, a resolution may aid the Township in ensuring septic systems are adequately operating and
maintained by requiring certain actions by property owners. However, it is important that the Township has a
mechanism in place that allows them to monitor properties on pump and haul, require mandatory pumping of all
septic systems every seven to ten years, and enforce other items required by the resolution.

H: Overall, does this letter signify that the efforts of the Riverdale community have averted an order for a
community-wide system, at least for now?

M: It is EGLE’s contention that the 8 properties with remaining septic systems need to be adequately addressed
so that a permanent solution is in place and the 68 unpermitted properties are properly evaluated to ensure an
approved septic system is in place or repaired/replaced as necessary. The resolution of the 8 properties with
remaining septic issues and the results of the evaluations of the 68 properties will determine if a community-
wide system is necessary. Our goal is to work with Seville Township to develop a plan, with timelines, to
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determine the status of these properties to ensure the public health and the environment is protected. We
anticipate the Township’s cooperation in evaluating these properties and addressing them as necessary.

H: Does this response to Seville’s second violation notice reflect any modification at the state level with regard
to private septic systems vs community-wide treatment systems?

M: At this time, EGLE has concerns that failing and/or inadequate septic systems in Riverdale may be impairing
our surface waters. Seville Township has stated that the Township Board is committed to upholding the
environmental health of the Riverdale community. By evaluating the unpermitted properties using a defensible
process, EGLE and Seville Township will be able to determine whether a long-term, community-wide solution
in Riverdale is necessary.

The following is a response provided in an email from Bob Lombard, chairman of the Riverdale Citizens Sewer
Committee:

“My first take on this letter is that EGLE automatically assumes that we will test badly when they return to test
sometime this spring. The million-dollar question is when we once again test cleaner than the Pine River, will
they continue to hold the 234 residents of Riverdale on the hook for a bunch more hoop-jumping? It is totally
unreasonable to expect the 68 properties supposedly without permits on file, to pay $200 for a septic inspection
for systems that ARE working as designed. If the onsite sewage disposal systems didn’t work, owners would get
them fixed because they would have to. Who would want to live in a house where you can’t flush the toilet?
“Most” properties in Riverdale couldn’t connect to any county drain if they wanted to. There is only one main
drain along Lumberjack Road.

“Many of the “permits” on file don’t even have a “final inspection” which means either the owner in some cases
never installed a system or in most cases the health department never bothered to come out and perform a final
inspection.
“Is EGLE trying to un-grandfather systems based on the erroneous assumption if you don’t have a permit than
it’s failed or unsafe? Is the next government overreach going to be that now everyone must have an electrical
and plumbing permit on file or else the state will assume their systems are not working or unsafe? It is NOT
illegal to have an undocumented septic system last time I checked.

“I find it very interesting that in this the latest letter nothing was mentioned about engineering studies. Previous
studies, using bad data, came up with only one solution which was a multi-million dollar municipal sewer
system. Unfortunately, no one, including EGLE, Spicer Engineering, MMDHD or the previous township board
took the time to actually investigate the sources or seek more than one solution. In less than 120 days the citizens
committee appointed by the township board identified 11 of the 12 properties that were directly connected to the
county drain. In all previous letters and meetings with EGLE they based justification in large part on the earlier
Spicer study. But now they have a new $7000 dollar study which was paid for by the taxpayers of Seville
Township which in no uncertain terms says we don’t require a municipal sewer system to fix the 9% of
properties that were at one time directly discharging into the county drain.

“When will the citizens of Riverdale be treated with the respect due to anyone that has been completely open
and has gone above and beyond any other community in Michigan who has faced similar problems once they
had been made aware of it, and has worked tirelessly to STOP the pollution? How fair is it to demand owners of
three occupied houses in Riverdale whose homes have tarps on their roofs to waste money on an inspection they
don’t need? We the citizens of Riverdale demand EGLE to come test and then deal with the real pollution
coming from upstream in the Pine River.”
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By Emma Selmon
Herald Staff Writer
Fecal pollution in Gratiot County’s waterways is a major threat to the health of the Pine River watershed — and
local scientists and public health officials say it poses several threats to human health as well.
 Alma College researchers Tim Keeton and Murray Borrello have been studying the Pine River problem for
years. Between manure-laden runoff from agricultural fields and malfunctioning septic systems, there is more
than one known source of fecal pollution in the Pine.
Likewise, there is more than one issue caused by this pollution. Keeton explained there is both a biological and
chemical problem with the river. Biologically, the dangerous strains of E. coli and other pathogens found in the
feces pose a threat to human health, he said. And chemically, the pollution causes unnaturally high
concentrations of nitrogen and phosphorus, which causes the eutrophication of the river. In this process, these
nutrients fertilize the water and facilitate excessive aquatic vegetation and algal blooms.
These algal blooms can severely impact the river’s ecosystem, depleting the water of its oxygen and causing
“dead zones” where fish and other aquatic life cannot survive. And these blooms have the potential to be
Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs), growths of toxin-producing algae that can cause adverse health effects — and
even death — in humans and pets.
From their years of research, Keeton and Borrello are confident that agricultural runoff is the more significant
contributor to the Pine River’s algal blooms. In Gratiot County, humans are vastly outnumbered by both cows
and pigs — livestock that produce an amount of waste equivalent to that of 1.3 million humans, according to the
college’s calculations. And with several thousand of the county’s 41,000 residents served by functioning
municipal wastewater treatment systems, the researchers agree that septic leakage is not the primary cause of the
river’s algae growth.
Marcus Cheatham, health officer with the Mid-Michigan District Health Department, is well-versed in both the
biological and chemical problems with the Pine. From his perspective, they are separate issues that require
separate solutions, although they “get conflated in peoples minds.”
The watershed’s leaking and nonexistent septic systems need to be addressed as a matter of “basic public health
sanitation,” he said. Noting that the advent of sewers and septic systems greatly reduced the risk of waterborne
diseases, he said it’s important to maintain those systems so not to allow public health to “backslide.”
But for Cheatham, the more pressing health concern is posed by the agricultural runoff because of its potential to
cause HABs. As these toxic algal growths threaten to contaminate municipal drinking water systems
downstream, the consequences can be far-reaching.
“In terms of urgency right now, I think the animal manure presents a more clear, present public health danger if
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we start losing the ability to drink the water from the Great Lakes, which a lot of Michigan cities rely on,” he
said. “But in terms of long-run problem, the aging of the septic systems… does present a danger of individual
people contracting waterborne disease.”
HABs are a great threat to municipal water systems because the toxins released by the algae can’t be filtered out
on such a scale, Keeton said. In humans, exposure to these different toxins can lead to paralysis, seizures,
permanent short-term memory loss, and even death, according to information from the National Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences.
So when Toledo’s water supply was compromised by an HAB in Lake Erie in 2014, over half a million residents
were warned not to even make contact with the water flowing from their taps.
“You couldn’t do anything with the water,” Cheatham said. “And the amount of damage done to the urban
infrastructure and to the environment from that algae bloom that happened right next to the city’s water intakes
is just massive.”
In Gratiot County, Murray Borrello’s river research focuses on the nutrient pollution that causes algal blooms
and HABs. While the Pine River is no stranger to algal blooms, he said he has not seen evidence of toxic algal
growth in the river so far — although this summer will be the first year his team will be testing for HABs.
But even though mid-Michigan has yet to experience HABs firsthand, Keeton said it’s unwise to ignore the
events happening downstream.
“Lake Erie is kind of the canary in the coal mine because of its shallow nature and other factors that lead to it
demonstrating these problems first,” he said. “Next is Lake St. Clair, Lake Huron, Lake Michigan.”
While agricultural runoff is the larger contributor to the nutrient pollution in the Pine River, the county’s failing
septic systems are not without their own health risks. As Cheatham pointed out, the pathogens that can be found
in human feces — especially from a sick human —pose a danger to those fishing or swimming in the river. And
with some homes directly discharging waste into the river, there’s no doubt that this bacteria is alive when it
reaches the Pine.
“They’re coming right out of a pipe, and they’re still warm when they hit the water,” he said. “And so that tells
us that the rivers are impaired with human waste.”
Cheatham said that the septic system issue will continue to worsen over time as the systems continue to age.
And considering the expense of replacing these systems, both Cheatham and Keeton believe the solution to this
issue lies in economic assistance to residents and communities who can’t afford to shoulder the costs
themselves.
“If we look at these rivers and the lakes as a public resource — and they are — and we all have a right to expect
them to be taken care of, we need to maybe start sharing the cost of maintaining them,” Keeton said. “And so
maybe the state and federal governments need to provide help to lower-income communities, smaller
communities, to help them clean this up.”
But for Keeton, the risk of pathogens in the river is not exclusively a human fecal contamination problem.
Noting that the “longevity” of bacteria in manure lagoons and on fields is “not very well studied,” he said that
living bacteria from agricultural practices makes its way into the river as well.
And pathogens that affect humans are not only found in human feces. Livestock waste can carry several
dangerous pathogens, including Shiga toxin-producing E. coli and Giardia.
Keeton said considering that outbreaks of deadly waterborne diseases like polio and cholera are no longer major
public health issues today, trying to make determinations about whether human feces is worse than livestock
waste is simply “splitting hairs.”
“I mean, you drink water in a creek where a cow upstream has just pooped in the water, you’re going to get
sick,” Keeton said. “You drink water from a creek where a person has just pooped in the water upstream, you’re
probably going to get sick, too.”
Regardless of the source of the pathogens, it’s difficult to determine how many Gratiot residents have been
affected by exposure to fecal pollution in the river. Keeton said it would be “impossible” to track this data well.
Exposure to some of these pathogens can result in gastrointestinal distress, a symptom that can have any number
of causes and usually doesn’t warrant a trip to the hospital, he said.
And even if people did routinely go to the hospital for gastrointestinal distress, “we don’t have the finances to
test everybody for everything,” Keeton said. “We don’t know what the incidents of animal or human caused
fecal oral infections there are.”
Despite the data-tracking difficulties, Keeton said the risks shouldn’t be ignored. With his research on the river
showing off-the-charts concentrations E. coli after rain events — levels well above what the federal
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Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) deems safe for human contact — there is still cause for concern.
“We may not have people dropping dead left and right in the county because they’ve been exposed to our river
or our ditches, but I’d like to think we don’t have to get that far before people start paying attention,” he said.
Both the chemical and biological problems with the river will continue to worsen if they’re not addressed,
Cheatham said. But although the river poses several serious threats to human health, Cheatham said he is
encouraged that people in Gratiot County are taking the issues seriously.
“It’s really exciting how many people are getting involved in the work on the Pine River, and they’re getting
fired up about it. A lot of different folks are trying to take action,” Cheatham said. “The work that Alma College
is doing is really, really valuable, and that’s great to see.”
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COUNTY AIMS TO STEM SPREAD OF COVID-19

 

Following the lead of Governor Gretchen Whitmer, Gratiot County Board of Commissioners Chairman George
Bailey unilaterally declared a 7-day local state of emergency on Sunday in response to the COVID-19 outbreak
that is spreading throughout the state. The move took effect at 12:01 Monday morning, and was extended until
further notice by County Commissioners at their regular meeting on Tuesday.

On the recommendation of Gratiot Administrator Tracey Cordes, the 5-member Commission unanimously voted
in favor of the extension.

 The declaration essentially limits crowd sizes and modifies government services, as well as barring visibly ill
people from workplaces and businesses. Overall, the move allows the county to employ more resources and
staffing to respond to the pandemic.

Bailey said the county is taking its cues from the governor and the Center for Disease Control, adding
adjustments will be made as called for, including the timeframe in which the declaration could be lifted.

He is also keeping tabs with the MidMichigan District Health Department and its Health Officer, Marcus
Cheatham.

Cordes informed the BOC that the county’s website is being kept up to date with current government
information and links to helpful resources.

As a result of the state’s State of Emergency Declaration, Liquor licensees have been ordered to stop dine-in
services for bars and restaurants, but they may offer carry-out to customers.

Alma Brewery owner Jim Holton has encouraged his Facebook following to support local establishments and
order gift certificates or place take-out orders wherever possible. Alma Brewery offers take-out from 11 to 8
p.m.

Besides the closure of K-12 schools and dine-in service for bars and restaurants, the state declaration has closed
fitness centers, movie theaters, entertainment and recreational venues, and limited gatherings to no more than 50
people.

The Alma Elks Club has closed completely.

Madison Shaffer, a part-time assessing finance clerk for the city of Alma, was calling business establishments to
determine what type of services they are offering. The Alma College student from Seville Township said the
information would be added to the city’s website at the direction of City Manager Matt Schooley.

For instance, the Cancun restaurant and the Brickk Fitness Lounge will deliver on orders of $40 or more.

Take-out also is available on campus at Hamilton Commons and Joe’s Place.

Customer Service Manager Hannah Zimmerman at Ric’s Food Center in Ithaca expected to limit customers to
one package of toilet paper.
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A rush on toilet paper has been a nationwide phenomenon and Gratiot County is no exception.

Cleaning supplies, hand sanitizers, and bread products also have been in demand as customers pour into the store
to stock up “big time,” remarked Zimmerman. “No one had any idea it would be anything like this.”

Employees, particularly at the checkout lanes, have cleaning products of their own to disinfect.

“Every surface is scrubbed down more often,” which explains why the store is not accepting return bottles for
deposits.

There is no mechanized bottle machine so employees would have to handle the glass and plastic by hand which
causes a risk for them, Zimmerman added.

A similar situation has been occurring at the mega Meijer store in Alma.

There, the toilet paper and hand sanitizer sell out as soon as shelves are stocked.

The store has machines to accept bottle returns but the Meijer convenience store and gas station does not so is
not accepting returns.

Meijer Service Team Leader Whitney Patton reported the store has not shortened its hours of operation as
directed at the corporate level. “We are doing our very best to keep the registers open, customers happy, and
items on the shelf,” Patton said.

The volume of business can be compared to Christmas shopping. The parking area was packed on Monday and
for the Friday before, Patton said the store was the busiest she had ever seen.

Except at Christmas, its the big TVs and games that sell out. “Never the essentials,” she remarked.

Another corporate guideline is to sanitize countertops every hour. Employees are equipped with sanitizing
products and towels but a person also goes around and does that every hour.

“I’m just glad people are still shopping,” added Patton, remarking that customers have been pleasant which is a
“tribute to Alma,” she said.

The steady stream of customers coming into the Meijer entrance was spotted grabbing a free Purell hand
sanitizer wipe they used to wipe down a grocery cart.

And the mechanical horse inside the store popular with kids is gone. The humorous sign reads “Sandy is resting
in her stable. She can’t wait to see you again soon.”

One person said this was the first time she’s ever seen the amusement not available.

Church services have been forced to cancel. Some groups such as Community Church at the Youth For Christ
building on Cheesman and the Lincoln Road United Methodist Church are able to live stream services.

This week Bishop Robert Gruss of the Catholic Diocese of Saginaw has suspended all public masses throughout
the diocese of Saginaw out of concern for parishioners.

The emergency limitation of 50 people per room has impacted traditions such as funeral services.

Sam Smith of Smith Funeral Homes said the staffs attempt to best serve families and have suggested limiting
services to immediate family members. There are no limitations at graveside services at cemeteries.

“All our funeral homes (there are six) are wifi compatible but every family is different,” Smith explained.
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It could be unnerving for some grieving family members to have a funeral broadcast to relatives at a far off
distance while others appreciate the option.

“These are crazy times,” Smith noted.
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The Bob Evans restaurant in Delta
Township typically sells two cases of
biscuits on a Sunday. The coronavirus
changed that.

“We only sold 12 biscuits today,” the
restaurant’s general manager, AJ Nei-
meyer, said in a phone call before noon
on Tuesday. 

“We’re not making anywhere the
amount of food that we used to,” said
Neimeyer. “Our sales are down 90%.
Three-quarters of our staff can’t work
right now. It’s affecting everyone, every
restaurant.”

The restaurant doesn’t want its food
stores to go to waste. So it donated its
unused and unsold food to the Greater
Lansing Food Bank.

Food bank staff and volunteers have
long rescued excess or unused food
from licensed kitchens and then deliv-
ered it to partner agencies as part of the
nonprofit’s Food Movers program,
which has been operating since 1992.

Businesses seeing a decline in foot
traffic because of the coronavirus are
now turning to the program or indepen-
dently giving away food they can’t sell.

“We wanted to help people who need
food,” Neimeyer said. “We have been do-
ing this for years.”

Food Movers to the rescue

Banquet facilities and universities

have traditionally donated most often to
the Food Movers program, but now
that’s beginning to change. 

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer ordered res-
taurants and bars to halt dine-in ser-
vices on Monday and barred gatherings
of 50 or more people to reduce infection
risks. Restaurants across the state have
since transitioned to a carry-out and
delivery-only model. And they’ve seen
sales drop. 

“We have seen a lot more food com-
ing in from local restaurants and event
centers,” said Nalee Xiong, the food
bank’s marketing and communications
specialist. “We have also heard from
nontraditional sites that have expressed
interest in donating their unused food. 

Xiong added, “We understand this is

a difficult time for restaurants and lo-
cal establishments. However, if they
are unsure about what to do with un-
used or unsold food or have an interest
in donating that food, they can contact
the food bank’s food resources man-
ager.”

Several other restaurants also do-
nated to the Greater Lansing Food
Bank, among them Cheddar’s Scratch
Kitchen, Outback Steakhouse, Long-
Horn Steakhouse and Bruegger’s Ba-
gels, according to Todd Powell, food
resources manager at the Greater Lan-
sing Food Bank.

“We are starting to see donations
pick up as businesses change their 

Jerry Norris, CEO of The Fledge, organizes pizzas and salads to be delivered to people in need on Tuesday in Lansing.
High Caliber Karting donated 50 ready-to-bake pizzas and 50 salads along with some fruit and vegetables to The Fledge. 

Restaurants give away
excess food as sales fall 
Local aid groups benefit
from rise in donations

Kristan Obeng
Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

Volunteer Sam Klahn loads pizzas and salads into his car for delivery to those in
need after picking up the food from The Fledge on Tuesday.
PHOTOS BY NICK KING/LANSING STATE JOURNAL

See FOOD, Page 4A

The number of COVID-19 cases in
Ingham County has grown to five.

Two more people were diagnosed
with the disease on Tuesday, the In-
gham County Health Department said.

Both cases involve men – one who
has traveled internationally and one
with a history of domestic travel, offi-
cials said. No other information about
the circumstances surrounding those
cases was immediately released.

The two new cases are in addition to
the 65 positive tests reported Tuesday
on the state’s website.

Tuesday’s statewide tally was off by
at least one because it did not include
one of two Ingham County positive
tests reported by the county on Mon-
day evening.

That’s because one of those posi-
tive tests came from a private lab, and
the state had not yet settled on a way to
compile positive tests from private
labs into its totals, a spokeswoman for
the state Department of Health and
Human Services said Tuesday.

Ingham County’s first case of CO-
VID-19 was reported last week and in-
volved a “senior adult” woman who
had traveled aboard a cruise ship. 

She was reported in stable condi-
tion at a hospital last week.

On Monday, county health officials
announced that two others – a man
and a woman – had tested positive for
the disease. Both had traveled domes-
tically, they said. 

That means all five Ingham County 

Cases of
COVID-19
in county
rise to 5
Local officials say all
look to be travel-related

Ken Palmer
Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

See COVID-19, Page 4A

President Donald Trump is asking
Congress to unleash a torrent of emer-
gency economic aid, with sizable
checks sent directly to Americans as
part of the deal.

Story, Page 9A

President Donald Trump speaks
Tuesday in Washington. EVAN VUCCI/AP

How to help
during crisis
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NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING
WEATHERIZATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

STATE PLAN
Submitted for review and approval to U.S. Department of
Energy (DOE)

Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS)
is holding a public hearing on the DOE State Plan and
providers for the Program Year 2020 Weatherization Assistance
Program (WAP) for Low-Income Persons.

A public hearing is scheduled to receive comments from
interested people on:

April 2, 2020 10 a.m.-11 a.m.

Due to concerns around COVID-19, attendance of this public
hearing will be via webinar. To access the webinar, please
register at the following link: https://attendee.gotowebinar.
com/register/6679068450852181763

Copies of the 2020 plan may be obtained by emailing MDH-
HS-BCAEO@michigan.gov. The 2020 plan includes the
following changes:

•DOE Allocation-Federal Appropriations for Program
Year 2020 Planning Allocation.
•American Customer Service Index Survey Action
Plan.
•Updated use of the Leveraging budget category.
•Updated Multifamily Weatherization Plan.
•Updated Training Plan.
•Updates throughout State Plan and Health and
Safety Plan.

Written comments regarding the plan will be accepted until April
6, 2020, and should be mailed via U.S. Postal Service to:

Maddy Kamalay
Bureau of Community Action and Economic Opportunity
Michigan Department of Health and Human Services
Suite 1105,
P.O. Box 30037,
Lansing, MI 48909

EAST LANSING – East Lansing’s police chief has
announced his retirement less than a week after he
apologized for how the department handled an inter-
nal excessive force investigation. 

Chief Larry Sparkes has been with the department
for 33 years. His last day was Sunday. 

East Lansing City Manager George Lahanas told
the State Journal that Sparkes approached him sev-
eral months ago and said he was thinking about re-
tirement. He did not recall when Sparkes made his
retirement official, but said it was in the past few
weeks.

Lahanas said he did not believe Sparkes’ decision
to retire was connected to the excessive force investi-
gation. 

“He worked a 33-year career, which
in law enforcement is a pretty long ca-
reer,” Lahanas said. 

Sparkes did not immediately re-
spond to an email and a non-city
phone number could not be located.

The excessive force investigation
began Feb. 14 after Uwimana Gasito,
19, complained on social media that an

officer shoved him to the ground while handcuffed as
the officer arrested him. 

ELPD’s internal investigation determined there
was insufficient evidence to prove or disprove the ex-
cessive force allegations. 

After ELPD announced the results of the investi-
gation, they said Michigan State Police had opened
their own review of one of the officers involved in Ga-
sito’s arrest.

The officer, Andy Stephenson, was also the sub-
ject of an excessive force complaint from late Decem-
ber that was given to police administrators Feb. 11.
Sparkes said he was not aware of this complaint be-
cause that investigation had been delayed due to Ga-
sito’s complaint, which came in Feb. 14. 

“We recognize that there are things we need to do
to improve our internal review process, and we are
actively working to make necessary improvements,”
Sparkes said in last week’s news release. “We apolo-
gize to the community for this oversight. This re-
mains a top priority for the police department and we
are committed to being transparent with the 
public as we work through making these improve-
ments.”

Stephenson is on paid administrative leave while
Michigan State Police conduct a review and potential
criminal investigation of the December incident, La-
hanas said last week. 

All charges against Gasito have been dismissed.
He had been charged with resisting an officer, disor-
derly conduct and jostling in a crowd. 

Sparkes started his career at ELPD in 1987 as a jail
service officer and was sworn in as a police officer in
1997. He was promoted to sergeant in 2004, lieuten-
ant in 2011 and captain in 2015. 

He started as ELPD’s chief in August 2017. 
Deputy Chief Steve Gonzalez was appointed

ELPD’s interim police chief. Gonzalez has been with
ELPD for 22 years and has worked as a detective, field
training officer, driving instructor and member of the
ELPD honor guard. 

Contact reporter Kara Berg at 517-377-1113 or
kberg@lsj.com. Follow her on Twitter @karaberg95.

East Lansing
police chief
announces
retirement
Kara Berg
Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

Sparkes

Angel Alchin suffers from a genetic connective tis-
sue disorder that makes her vulnerable to the novel
coronavirus. 

There’s a chance her son, Eli, has Ehlers-Danlos
syndrome, too. 

Trying to explain to a 4-year-old why he can’t go
out and play or go to the public library hasn’t been
easy. As she and her son self-isolate in their home in
Bath, Alchin decided to get crafty for St. Patrick’s
Day. 

Alchin joined many residents in Michigan and
across the country in creating four-leaf clovers and
then hanging them in their living room windows for
passersby to see as they walk around their neighbor-
hoods. The game is called the Shamrock Hunt. 

“It gives kids something to look forward to, an ac-
tivity where you’re guaranteed you won’t get sick
from interacting with someone,” she said. “When a
kid’s morale is boosted, parents don’t get quite as
stressed. If they’re not stressed, then the immune
systems that they need working won’t get hit.” 

Lansing resident Kim Bancroft was also worried
about how COVID-19 would affect her immune sys-
tem. She’s experienced two bouts of cancer, suffered
heart failure and Crohn’s disease. And she’s only 39. 

“I’m the person that everyone is trying to protect.
I’m high risk,” Bancroft said. “I have to take (corona-
virus) seriously. I only leave the house when it’s only
me outside.” 

Bancroft decided to introduce the Shamrock Hunt
to those in the Greater Lansing area, posting about
the game on social media over the weekend. 

She has already hung shamrocks in front of her
home and in her neighborhood park. 

“It made my week to see to see kids happy about the
shamrocks,” Bancroft said. “There has been a lot of
waving and screaming from across the street.” 

The game also excited Starla Wicker’s two children,
who are 11 and 14. 

“I have two kids at home going stir crazy,” said
Wicker, who lives in the Corunna-Owosso area. “This
is a great opportunity to create strong family bonds.
And it will give people a strong sense of community.”

Wicker and her family started creating their clovers
Monday night, giving the children a much-needed ac-
tivity, she said. 

“We are still celebrating St Patrick’s Day; we’re just
doing it in a different way,” Wicker added. 

Contact LSJ reporter Kristan Obeng at 
KObeng@lsj.com or 517-267-1344. 

Coronavirus leads area parents to get
crafty in celebrating St. Patrick’s Day
Kristan Obeng
Lansing State Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK – MICHIGAN

Angel Alchin and her son, Eli. COURTESY OF ANGEL ALCHIN
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services moving forward,” said Powell. “They are start-
ing to call us.”

Others give out free food

Some Greater Lansing businesses handed out free
food to give back to communities that have supported
them.

That was the case for Ozzy’s Kabob in Okemos. 
“We have been here for six years. We are so grate-

ful,” said owner Maheir Elbast. “We know many sur-
vive paycheck to paycheck, so we want to make sure
everyone eats.”

The restaurant’s staff will hand out free food to the
first 100 people every Friday between 3 and 5 p.m. Each
adult and child will get one entrée each, according to
Elbast.

Not everyone will be allowed in the restaurant at
once. 

Ozzy’s Kabob is operating with a reduced staff and
is complying with the state’s new dine-in require-
ments. The restaurant had to lay off some servers be-
cause of the pandemic, Elbast added. 

High Caliber Karting and Entertainment employees
prepared and gave food to the public for free on Tues-
day. 

“We are trying to keep employees on our payroll and
keep them productive,” explained Jordan Munsters,
the president and CEO. “And people need it more than
we do. It’s a minimal cost to us.”

The company’s main source of revenue isn’t food,
said Munsters, but it offers “high-quality ingredients
and fresh vegetables” at its on-site dining area in the
Meridian Mall. 

Munsters didn’t want the food spoiling or sitting
while the business stays closed until April 1, or pos-
sibly longer, to prevent the spread of coronavirus. 

“We want to help people come out of this with a
positive attitude,” he said. “So let’s make some lem-
onade with these lemons.”

Donating to Food Movers

For businesses interested in donating to the Great-
er Lansing Food Bank’s Food Movers program, con-
tact Todd Powell at 517-908-3691 or email
Todd@glfoodbank.org.

Contact LSJ reporter Kristan Obeng at 
KObeng@lsj.com or 517-267-1344. 

Jerry Norris, CEO of The Fledge, right, hands Sam
Klahn pizzas and salads to be delivered to area
residents in need on Tuesday in Lansing. Several
restaurants have donated to the Greater Lansing
Food Bank. NICK KING/LANSING STATE JOURNAL

Food
Continued from Page 1A

cases appear to be travel-related, officials said.
As of Tuesday evening, no positive tests had been

reported in Clinton and Eaton counties.
Besides Ingham, COVID-19 cases have now been

reported in Bay, Charlevoix, Jackson, Kent, Leelanau,
Macomb, Monroe, Montcalm, Oakland, Otsego, Otta-
wa, St. Clair, Washtenaw and Wayne counties, as
well as Detroit, state officials said. 

Oakland County has the most confirmed CO-
VID-19 cases, with 16. Wayne County has nine such
cases. Macomb County and Detroit both have eight
cases, and Washtenaw County has seven, according
to Tuesday’s update.

Fifty-eight percent of patients are male, 28% are
between the ages of 60 to 69 years old, and at least
49% of people have not been hospitalized, according
to the site. 

State officials on Tuesday began reporting coro-
navirus case numbers at a new time with new metri-
cs.

The state’s daily updates are given at 2 p.m. and
now include all information reported through mid-
night the previous day, according to a release Mon-
day.

“It is important to provide the public with accurate
data regarding this outbreak,” Dr. Joneigh Khaldun,
chief medical executive and chief deputy for health
for the state, said in a release Monday. “As the num-
ber of people tested has drastically increased in re-
cent days, our team has transitioned the way it prio-
ritizes and reports testing.”

If they so choose, health care providers, local health
departments or others can announce cases or deaths
before they are included in the statewide count, state
officials said.

Contact Ken Palmer at 517-377-1032 or kpalmer@
lsj.com. Follow him on Twitter @KBPalm_lsj.

COVID-19
Continued from Page 1A
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George Bailey, Chairman of the Gratiot County Board of Commissioners, declared a 7-day Local State of
Emergency on Sunday, March 15, that was extended until further notice by the BOC on Tuesday night.
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