
City of Big RapidsCity of Big Rapids
Annual ReportAnnual Report

20202020



City of Big Rapids

Annual Report 2020

City Commission

Mayor 
Tom Hogenson

Commissioner
Robert Andrews

Commissioner
Jennifer Cochran

Commissioner
Jon Eppley

Commissioner
Lorraine James



Annual Report 2020  iii

Letter from the City Manager

From the Desk of the City Manager

Spring 2021

 Virtually all aspects of City Government were impacted by the COVID-19 Pandemic in 2020.  In 
March, City Hall and the Library closed, and staff was directed to work from home.  Police, Fire, Water, 
Wastewater, DPW and the Airport went to minimum staffing levels resulting in approximately half of the 
staff working at any given time.  Commission and other public meetings continued virtually, the pool never 
opened for the season and the Farmers Market delayed its opening.

 In June, staff returned to their respective workplaces and staffing levels resumed normal levels.  The 
City decided to pursue the Workshare program that was offered through the State of Michigan and that 
lasted through the end of July.  

 Projects slated for 2020 were put on hold and all large purchases were deferred not knowing the 
financial impacts the Pandemic could have on the City.  City Staff pursued any financial programs that 
became available through the various stimulus packages.  Funding for Public Safety payroll during the 
shut down was secured as well as hazard pay for the Public Safety personnel.  

 The final quarter of 2020 revealed an increase COVID cases in the region and direct impacts to City 
Staff.  Considerable effort was given to balance the safety of the workforce and community members that 
were contacted by City Staff, while still delivering service to the community.  In November, a second stay at 
home order was issued and was in place for three weeks.

 The impacts of COVID-19 on the City are difficult to overstate.  I am proud of the dedication that all 
staff members displayed in dealing with the wide variety of impacts of the Pandemic.  The City emerged 
from 2020 in a solid financial state and is positioned well do take on the challenges of the future.  

Respectfully,

Mark Gifford, City Manager
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Introduction

The City of Big Rapids operates under the Council/
Manager form of government. The Mayor and four 
City Commissioners make up the City Commission. 
The Commission is the legislative body; its 
members are the community’s decision makers. 
The Commission focuses on the community’s goals, 
major projects, and such long-term considerations as 
community growth, land use development, capital 
improvement plans, capital financing, and strategic 
planning. The Commissioners are non-partisan and 
operate on staggered four-year terms.

General Information

The City of Big Rapids was incorporated in 1869 and 
is a full-service municipality in the State of Michigan. 
Services include Water, Wastewater, Transit (Dial-a-
Ride), Police, Fire, Library, Airport, Roads, Sidewalks, 
Parks, Downtown Development, Recreation and  
more. The City is the proud home of Ferris State 
University, the region’s largest employer. The City is 
also home to Spectrum Health, Haworth International, 
Big Rapids Products, Federal Screw Works, Fluid 
Routing Systems and many other outstanding 
employers making the City the employment center 
of West Central Michigan. 

Staff

The City of Big Rapids has 85 Full Time Employees 
and a total of 150 employees seasonally. 

• City Manager – Mark Gifford 

• City Attorney – Eric Williams

• City Clerk – Tammy Gillis 

• City Treasurer – Aaron Kuhn 

• Police Chief – Danielle Haynes

• Director of Public Works – Heather Bowman

• Information Technology Director – Tim Moslener

• Fire Chief and Airport Manager – Steve Schroeder

• Community Development Director – Paula Priebe

Picture 1:  City Manager and City Attorney

Pictured:  City Attorney Eric Williams and City Manager 
Mark Gifford.



2  City of Big Rapids

Finance Department

The Treasurer’s Office is comprised of four service 
departments including Assessing, Income Tax, 
Finance, and Human Resources. There is a total 
of nine full-time employees and one part-time 
employee. Each department plays an integral part in 
the continued growth and success of the City.

The Finance Department is responsible for oversight 
of all City monetary transactions. Funds flowing 
through the City are closely monitored through 
a centralized accounting system administered by 
Finance. Last fiscal year there were 17,127 deposits 
received totaling $25,475,582. The City began 
accepting credit cards online and onsite in December 
2013. During the fiscal year ended June 30, 2020, 
a total of $835,843 in credit card payments were 
received. 

The General Fund’s portion of total revenues collected 
during FY 2019/2020 was $8,744,566. Excluding 
revenue from other financing sources, every dollar 
spent in the General Fund was generated by the 
amounts shown in Figure 1. 

Property taxes, income taxes, and state revenue 
sharing made up 89% of total General Fund revenue. 
Figure 2 depicts these primary revenue sources (the 
amount shown for property tax excludes Public 
Safety voted millage), as well as the General Fund’s 
unassigned fund balance over the past five fiscal 
years. During this period, the three primary revenue 
sources have collectively increased by 3.8%. The 
black line in the chart represents the fund balance 
goal for the General Fund. The recommended fund 
balance level is two months of operating expenses or 
approximately $1,400,000.

Picture 2:  Finance Department Staff

Pictured:  Becky Curtis, Melissa Hauger, Carla Staffen, Gail Dolbee, Paula Weipert, Karen Manoski, Simone Politz, 
Ashley Dunkel, and Aaron Kuhn. Not pictured:  Tom Paul.
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Figure 1:  General Fund Revenue Sources

Property Taxes
$0.35

Income Taxes
$0.27

State Revenue 
Sharing
$0.27

Charges for 
Services
$0.07

Other 
$0.04

Figure 2:  General Fund Primary Revenue Sources
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Property taxes are the largest source of revenue for 
the City. During FY 2018/2019, total property taxes 
collected were generated from the following uses:

• Residential 46%
• Commercial 36%
• Personal  10%
• Industrial  8%

Real property made up 90% and personal property 
10% of total taxes received. The top 10 taxpayers 
made up 18.4% of the City’s overall taxable value. 
However approximately 60% of the property within 
city limits remains tax exempt. Figure 3 below, shows 
the top taxpayers and the proportion of the tax base 
they comprise.

Property tax revenue has remained static over the past 
five fiscal years. During that time, the City’s operating 
millage has increased a little less than a mill from 
10.7334 in FY 2012/2013 to 11.2334 in FY 2019/2020. 
The 0.5000 mill increase from FY 2012/2013 to FY 
2013/2014 was and continues to be dedicated to 

paving City streets. The City also devoted another 
0.5000 mill from its operating millage to ensure that 
1 mill of streets are being paved annually. Figure 4 
shows the millages assessed in the City.

Income tax is the only one of the three major revenue 
sources to experience any substantial increase over 
the past five years. State Revenue Sharing has seen 
a modest increase over the past couple fiscal years. 
Even with this increase, the City has lost out on a 
cumulative total of $8,650,774 in revenue sharing 
since 2002. With the recently enacted road funding 
legislation, the City has experienced moderate 
increases in Act 51 street funding.

Despite this loss of revenue, the City continues to 
meet the needs of the community. Approximately 
$1.15 million was invested in the street paving 
program over the 2020 fiscal year. The Treasurer’s 
Office processed 2,810 disbursements for a total of 
$17,050,637.

Taxpayer Taxable Value Percentage of Total City Taxable Value
HAWORTH INC                        $6,080,410 3.89%
CONSUMERS ENERGY $4,937,324 3.16%
GEN 3 INVESTMENTS LLC $3,866,177 2.47%
ALEA PROPERTIES LLC $2,456,934 1.57%
DTE GAS COMPANY $2,392,060 1.53%
CAMPUS VILLAGE RAPIDS  LLC         $2,038,092 1.30%
FEDERAL SCREW WORKS                $2,001,300 1.28%
HILLCREST OAKWOOD PROPERTY LLC      $1,982,919 1.27%
BIG RAPIDS HOTEL GROUP LLC        $1,595,872 1.02%
BIG RAPIDS PRODUCTS $1,483,991 0.95%

Figure 3:  Principal Property Tax Payers

Levied 
July 1

City 
Operating

Public Safety 
Retirement

Public Safety 
Building Library Total City Millage Rate

2015 11.2334 4.2239 2.4994 1.0000 18.9567
2016 11.2334 4.5300 2.7412 1.0000 19.5046
2017 11.2334 4.8290 2.8304 1.0000 19.8928
2018 11.2334 4.8041 2.9043 1.0000 19.9418
2019 11.2334 4.6855 2.9321 1.0000 19.8510

Figure 4:  City Millage
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Figure 5:  General Fund Transfers

General Fund expenditures for FY 2019/2020 were 
$8,969,187 not including transfers to other funds in 
the amount of $808,000. Transfers are made from 
the General Fund to subsidize the cost of providing a 
program or service (See Figure 5).

The General Fund is responsible for a wide array of 
public services and activities. The largest portion of 
the City’s General Fund budget goes toward public 
safety. Figure 6 shows the percent of General Fund 
expenditures for the different service departments.

In January 2014, Fifth Third Bank offered a cash 
back credit card program for government users. 
Purchasing card transactions made up $511,185 of 

total disbursements. The annual cash rebate that 
was received for the year 2018 is $7,089. The use of 
the purchasing card will continue to be examined to 
maximize return.

The Finance Department also account for the 
capital assets of the City. Capital assets include land, 
buildings, equipment, vehicles, and infrastructure. 
At the end of FY 2019/2020 total capital assets 
amounted to $40,458,462. Significant capital assets 
additions during the year included the following: 

• Road construction projects - $1,157,746
• Water and sewer improvements - $984,189
• Dial-A-Ride buses - $402,533
• Dial-A-Ride building improvements - $300,371

Figure 6:  General Fund Expenditures
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These projects and capital acquisitions are being 
funded without overextending the City. The state-
imposed debt limitation is 10 percent of the state 
equalized value (SEV). The SEV for FY 2019/2020 
was $171,309,000 setting the debt limitation at 
$17,130,900 (See Figure 7). The total debt outstanding 
at the end of the fiscal year was $7,141,599, of which 
only $1,886,000 is applicable to the debt limitation. 
The other $4,865,000 represent revenue bonds for 
wastewater improvements that are not considered 
against the debt threshold.

The revenue bonds are comprised of $4,865,000 in 
sewer bonds. The Aerial Ladder Fire Truck was paid 
off six years early in December 2019. The $1,886,000 
of debt applicable to the debt ceiling includes the 
following:

• Community Hangar - $1,136,000 (retires 2040)
• Public Safety Building - $455,000 (retires 2021)
• Library Renovation - $295,000 (retires 2024)

The City has two pension plans, a self-administered 
plan governed by Act 345 and an agent multi-
employer plan through the Michigan Municipal 
Employees Retirement System (MERS). The Act 345 

plan is designated for police and fire employees. The 
remaining employees participate in the MERS plan. 
Both plans provide eligible employees with either a 
defined benefit or defined contribution retirement. 
However, the defined benefit plans are closed to new 
participants.

The City makes an annual required contribution (ARC) 
to the defined benefit portion of both retirement 
plans. The ARC is determined by an actuarial study 
that is completed annually for the MERS plan and 
biannually for the Act 345 plan. Figures 8 and 9 
display the ARC and other important information 
related to the City’s retirement plans.

Looking forward into the upcoming year, the 
Treasurer’s Office plans to continue the trend of 
increasing customer service and operating more 
efficiently. Improvements that are being considered 
include offering residents an automatic payment 
option for their utility bill at no charge, streamlining 
the accounts payable process to include the addition 
of a paperless system, and instituting a citywide 
payroll structure. These goals will improve service 
levels and recognize efficiencies for the City.
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For the Year 
Ending  
June 30

Annual 
Recommended 

Contribution

Actuarial Value 
of Assets

Actuarial 
Accrued 

Liability (AAL)

Unfunded 
AAL

Funded 
Ratio

2015  $    457,457  $ 4,664,226  $ 6,908,438  $ 2,244,212 67.5%
2016  $    457,457  $ 4,571,357  $ 7,030,250  $ 2,458,893 65.0%
2017  $    507,614  $ 4,872,302  $ 6,860,175  $ 1,987,873 71.0%
2018  $    507,614  $ 5,157,602  $ 6,632,520  $ 1,474,918 77.8%
2019  $    493,035  $ 5,281,384  $ 6,451,646  $ 1,170,262 81.9%
2020  $    493,154  $ 5,452,275  $ 6,374,952  $    922,677 85.5%

Figure 8:  Act 345 Pension Plan

For the Year 
Ending  
June 30

Annual 
Recommended 

Contribution

Actuarial Value 
of Assets

Actuarial 
Accrued 

Liability (AAL)

Unfunded 
AAL

Funded 
Ratio

2015  $     605,874  $ 9,295,327  $ 14,209,541  $ 4,914,214 65.4%
2016  $     668,316  $ 9,532,263  $ 15,214,961  $ 5,682,698 62.7%
2017  $     728,574  $ 9,795,252  $ 15,306,198  $ 5,510,946 64.0%
2018  $     664,168  $ 9,996,216  $ 14,965,464  $ 4,969,248 66.7%
2019  $     565,704  $ 9,851,635  $ 15,164,131  $ 5,312,496 65.0%
2020  $     588,132  $ 9,741,056  $ 15,797,460  $ 6,056,404 61.7%

Figure 9:  MERS Pension Plan

2019/2020 2018/2019 2017/2018 2016/2017
Debt Limit  $ 17,130,900  $ 16,241,780  $ 16,213,550  $ 15,647,050 
Total debt applicable to limit  $   1,886,000  $   2,659,000  $   3,170,000  $   3,649,000 
Legal debt margin  $ 15,244,900  $ 13,582,780  $ 13,043,050  $ 11,998,050 
Percent of debt limit utilized 11% 16% 20% 23%
Percent of legal limit utilized 1% 2% 2% 3%

Figure 7:  Debt Limitation
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Department of Public Works

The Public Works Department includes work on streets, 
motor pool, underground utilities, engineering, Dial-
a-Ride, water treatment, wastewater treatment, parks, 
and recreation.  There are 37 full time employees and 
58 part-time employees that complete the needed 
work Figure 10 outlines the number of employees in 
the various divisions of the Public Works Department.

Picture 3:  Department of Public Works Staff

Pictured left to right back row; Josh Pyles, Dave Cushway, Dawn Fuller, front row; Matt Ruelle, Heather Bowman, 
Simone Smith-Politz, Jake Walston and Steve Cook. Not Pictured; Cody Wyman

Division Full Time Part Time or Seasonal Total
DPW-Garage 16 8 24
Engineering 2 0 2
DART 2 11 13
Water Treatment 5 0 5
Wastewater Treatment 7 1 8
Recreation 1 17 18
Pool 0 19 19
Administrative 2 0 2

Total 37 58 93

Figure 10: Department of Public Works Staff by Division
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Sidewalks

The City maintains 40.15 miles of public sidewalk, not 
including trails located in the park system.  The 2020 
sidewalk program dedicated $25,000 to complete 
909 feet of sidewalk repairs along streets across the 
community.  The sidewalk repair program shares the 
cost of the improvements with the residents through 
a special assessment. In 2020, the City dedicated 
$75,000 to build new sidewalks, resulting in 2,283 
feet of new sidewalk. Areas selected were around 
the hospital, schools, and to connect gaps in existing 
sidewalk. The new sidewalk program is not a special 
assessment but  is fully funded by City general funds. 

Parks

The City’s Park system is outstanding and a source of 
pride for the community.  There are 288.71 acres of 
land which are dedicated to park land in all areas of 

the community.  No area in the City is greater than a 
10-minute walk from a park.  Due to Covid-19 only a 
few park projects were undertaken in 2020

Northend Park – Milled and Filled current parking lot 
and expanded width around the perimeter for more 
parking spaces. 

Dog Park – With the help of Ferris State University’s 
ACS students, the City of Big Rapids as able to build 
a shelter for pedestrians wishing to take their dog to 
the Brutus Dog Park. This shelter provides a place for 
citizens to stay dry and out of the wind while their 
dog’s play. 

Pool Upgrades – The City of Big Rapids took the 
opportunity to upgrade our pools surfaces during 
the 2020 Covid-19 shutdown. The city found that 
5 previous layers of marcite on the pool were 

Picture 4:  Some of the sidewalk work done in 2020

Picture 5:  Some of the parks projects done in 2020
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deteriorating and flaking off. Due to so many layers 
of marcite, adding more layers only weakens the 
bond to the original concrete. The city then decided 
to strip down to the original concrete and get more 
life out of the new layer being added in the spring of 
2021. 

Paving

The City is responsible for maintenance of 45.163 
miles of City Streets and 10.945 miles alleys (which 
are 100% City owned and no Act 51 funds are 
available for).  The annual paving program focuses 
on roads and alleys that are identified by City Staff 
as needing new paving activities.  Funding for the 
program comes from Act 51 funds as well as a 1 mil 
dedication from the City Commission.  

• 800-900 Clark St - Length 720’ x width 34’, included 
road and watermain upgrade.

• 900 Block Ives and South Street - Length 2,530’ x 
width 36’, included road and watermain upgrade.

• 700-800 Winter Ave - length 1,975’ x width 32’ - 
included road and watermain upgrade.

• Water Plant Parking Lot - length 420’ x width 52’.

• Hanchett Drive - length 1,300’ x width 36’.

• North End Park Parking Lot - length 1055’ x width 
60’ - mill and fill. 

• Bellevue Street at Big Rapids Middle School - 
length 688’ x width 40’.

• 100 Block of Oak Street - length 465’ x width 36’.

Historical Paving Data

The City of Big Rapids has 36.59 miles of asphalt 
streets. Figure 11 shows the total of miles of City 
streets paved each year since 2006.

Picture 6:  Repaving work on Clark Street

Picture 7:  Road Reconstruction on Winter Avenue
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Picture 8:  Repaving the North End Park Parking Lot

Picture 9:  Repaving Bellevue Street at the Big Rapids Middle School

Year Surface Treatment (Mill and 
Fill or Overlay) Street Reconstruction Total Miles

2006 0.42 0.0 0.42
2007 1.045 0.903 1.95
2008 0.949 0.092 1.04
2009 0.366 0.164 0.53

2010 * 3.33 0.28 3.61*
2011 1.14 0.0 1.14
2012 0.26 0.0 0.26
2013 2.12 0.0 2.12
2014 1.3 0.0 1.3
2015 1.4 0.0 1.4
2016 0.80 0.0 0.80
2017 0.250 0.352 0.602
2018 .303 0.259 0.562
2019 .506 .59 1.096
2020 .35 1.04 1.39

*ARRA Program paid for 100% of paving 1.43 miles of Federally Funded City Streets.

Figure 11: Historical Paving Data. All information compiled in Roadsoft.



12  City of Big Rapids

Water Service Line Exploration

In 2020 Michigan Department of Environmental, 
Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) recommended that 
municipalities all around the state should start 
exploring how many potential water service lines 
could potentially be lead or galvanized material. The 
City of Big Rapids then started to research the issue 
and found the following:

Pre-1950 water service construction used a lead 
gooseneck coming from their watermain and 
galvanized water service lines that went into the 
citizens homes. 

Post -1950’s the standard was changed to copper 
water service lines coming out of only a ductile iron 
pipe with a copper valve “corp”. The city was then 
able to create and update a map that shows Pre-
1950’s footprint of the city and post 1950’s footprint 
of the town. 

With this map, City staff were able to start counting 
residences in all the pre 1950’s areas and determined 
that 1,037 addresses could have had a galvanized 
line or a lead gooseneck at one point out of the 2,588 
total water services in the city. 

Adhering to EGLE’s standards of completing at 
least 5% a year. The city staff have set up an annual 
program where we explore and find at least 40 
addresses annually to upgrade to EGLE’s standard 

of at least 18” into citizens home, giving them safe 
drinking water. 

Recreation

The City provides recreation opportunities through 
a variety of programs targeted at reaching various 
populations within the community.  A focal point of 
the City’s recreation activities is the Community Pool 
but like so many other things in 2020 we were not 
able to have a pool season. Fortunately we were able 
to have a Daddy Daughter Dance that was a huge 
success. Volleyball was cancelled halfway through 
the season and Water Aerobics was cancelled once 
Ferris closed their doors to the public. However Tai 
Chi, Zumba and Senior Fit Time were able to take 
place in outdoor locations.  

Dial-a-Ride

The City’s Dial-a-Ride (DART) transit system has 
been providing “curb to curb” public transportation 
services to the Big Rapids community since March 
of 1975.  More than 4 million passengers have used 
the service since its inception.  Many of the patrons 
use DART as their sole means of transportation 
for fulfilling their shopping, medical, educational, 
and socializing needs, giving them a quality of life.  
DART is a shared ride, demand response public 
transportation service. DART also runs a flex shuttle 
route on Ferris University Campus Aug thru first of 
May each year. 

Picture 10:  Images from Water Service Line Exploration and Replacement
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Picture 11:  DPW Garage Staff

Pictured left to right DPW-Garage; Scott Moore, Kevin Walma, Cal Benson, Glenn Thompson, Dan Horan, Todd 
Eichler, Dan Maxon, Tom Nelson, Justin Cooley, Mike Griffes, Allison Nelson, Tim Boerma, Mike Ellison, Al Hatchew, 
Darrin Kolatski, Tom Grant and Bob Halstead. Not Pictured; Doug Golden.

DART is funded from a variety of sources.  In 2020, 
Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) 
supported 38.5%, Federal and Cares Act funding 
was 36%, passenger fares 7.7%, contract with Ferris 
was 7.5% and the City’s general fund made up 
10.5%. Passenger Fares were down as well as the 
Ferris shuttle due to COVID 19.  DART transported 
65,144 passengers; of those 20,205 passengers rode 
the Ferris shuttle and 122 rode Safe Ride on the 
weekends.  There were 44,817 demand response 
passengers, of which 5,359 were seniors and 23,839 
were disabled passengers.  

This year DART had a few grants, we received enough 
funding to purchase 3 new buses and another grant 
to install 6 new garage doors, heaters, and new drains 
in floor for our garage. 

We have two full-time employees, Dawn Fuller-DART 
Supervisor and Jennifer Rosenogle -Administrative 
Assistant.  We have 12 part-time staff – Deb Hill, Kim 
Turner, Janice Bittenbender, Melanie Luther, Cindy 
Cassidy, Tommy Wyant, Rick Mund, Bill Fuller, Gary 
Patteen and bus washer - Kody Hill.  

Picture 12: Some DART Staff

Picture 13: New DART Garage
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Water Treatment

The City of Big Rapids Water Treatment Plant is 
responsible for the community’s safe drinking water. 
Ground water is pumped from four wells located at 
the City’s Airport to the plant. The water is treated 
to remove hardening agents such as iron and 
manganese and treated water is distributed through 
57 miles of water mains to homes, businesses, and 
industries. Extreme diligence and rigorous testing 
is done to insure the high standards imposed on 
community water supplies.

The plant’s State Certified Laboratory and friendly 
staff are happy to perform water testing on 
bacteriological analysis for the public and completed 
1,369 tests in 2020. Five full-time employees work at 
the Water Treatment Plant, which is staffed 365 days 
a year.

The Water Plant produced 326 million gallons 
of safe drinking water in 2020, see Figure 12 for 
historical data. The single day peak flow occurred on 
September 8th and was 1.906 million gallons. Figure 
13 details water usage over the past 5 years.

Figure 12:  Gallons of Water Pumped (in millions)

Year Water Plant Booster Station
2016 396 188
2017 409 218
2018 378 202
2019 364 191
2020 326 171

Figure 13: Water Usage Statistics

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Average Day 1.086 1.122 1.037 0.997 0.893
Average Month 33 34 32 30 27
High 42 44 43 39 37
High Month August August July August July
Low 28 26 25 25 19
Low Month December December December December April

Numerous projects were undertaken in 2020 and 
they include the following: 
• Fresh paint was added to the high service pump 

room, Aerator room pipes, and the chemical 
room.

• A new mandated test for PFAS was collected and 
tested this year, as well as the other monitoring 
schedule required samples.

• A new locking system for the plant front door 
was installed.

• New more efficient boiler pumps were installed.
• SCADA improvements to the plant PLC’s were 

started this year.
• ERA testing was completed for the Lab 

certification.
• The parking lot was repaved.
• New tile floors were installed at the plant.
• Signage was added at the State street booster 

station to keep traffic off the lawn.
• A new tree was planted at State street tower 

location.
• The sidewalk was repaired in front of the plant.
• Sprinkler system repairs were made for the 

lawns at the plant and at the State street tower 
locations.

• Dug a trench through the lawn in the plant to 
assist with the wiring of a new Riverwalk camera.
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Picture 14:  Water Treatment Plant Operators

Pictured left to right WTP Operators: Earl Battle, Kevin Cushway, James Bouman, Andrew Herendeen.

Picture 15: Finished floor at Water Plant Picture 16: Paving the Parking Lot

Picture 17: New HVAC Motors and Pumps Picture 18: Mag Meter Primed for Repainting
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Wastewater Treatment

The City of Big Rapids Wastewater Treatment Plant 
(WWTP) mission is to protect the public health of 
our community by treating wastewater from homes, 
businesses and industries.  The WWTP receives 
wastewater from 33 miles of sanitary sewer mains 
throughout the city, FSU campus and 2 townships.  
This wastewater is collected and treated using a 
variety of mechanical and biological processes 
which remove 99% of pollutants.  Treated effluent, 
which is cleaner than river water, is then discharged 
into the Muskegon River.  A staff of 8 employees 
operate our plant which runs continuously, 365 days 
per year.  Treatment processes are controlled within 
the parameters of our National Pollution Discharge 
Elimination System (NPDES) permit issued by the 
EPA, and managed by the Michigan Dept. of Energy, 
Great Lakes and Environment (EGLE).  

The Wastewater Plant experienced significant 
staffing difficulties and changes in 2020.  Mic Joynt 
tragically passed away in December 2019 and Joe 
Davidson resigned in January 2020.  Jake Renne 
moved into the IPP Coordinator position and Amy 
moved into the Asst. IPP Coordinator position.  New 
Plant Operators Tyler Wible and Ken Devroy were 
hired in February 2020 and are now working toward 
their wastewater “D” licenses.

The Wastewater Plant is designated as a Class B 
Activated Sludge Facility, rated to effectively treat 
a maximum flow of 2.4 million gallons of water per 
day.  In Fiscal-Year 2019-20, the plant treated 433.65 
million gallons of water.  The largest single daily flow 
of 3.77 million gallons occurred on March 7, due 
to spring rainfall and snow melt.  Figure 14 details 
WWTP flow and rainfall totals over the past 10 fiscal 
years.

Two major projects were completed in 2020:  1) The 
Waterloo Lift Station was completely renovated and 
updated with new pumps, valves, piping, controls, 
and communication equipment.  2) Our 900,000 
Gallon Sludge Storage Tank was cleaned, media 
blasted and spray-coated with a flexible urethane 
membrane to preserve the concrete structure.  The 
concrete roof panels were spray-coated and all panel 
seams were re-grouted and caulked.

Figure 14:  Wastewater Treatment Plant Flow

Fiscal Year WWTP Flow 
(M. Gal.)

Rainfall Inches

2010-11 324.33 36.22
2011-12 350.75 41.43
2012-13 377.36 41.64
2013-14 393.16 37.89
2014-15 359.54 37.31
2015-16 390.58 41.77
2016-17 390.41 40.05
2017-18 392.43 36.34
2018-19 440.62 46.98
2019-20 433.65 46.76
2020 (Jul-Dec) 171.41 19.43
* Includes wastewater trucked in from Ice Mountain 
Plant in Stanwood.
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Picture 19:  Wastewater Treatment Plant Staff

Pictured left to right: Tyler Wible, John Wright, Jake Renne, Amy Prescott-Ambler, Ken Devroy, Carolyn Lambrix, 
Dave Cushway, Troy McDonald.

Picture 20: Waterloo Lift Station Renovation Picture 21: Sludge Storage Tank Renovation
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Public Safety

The Big Rapids Department of Public Safety is made 
up of the Police Division and the Fire Division. The Big 
Rapids Department of Public Safety Police Division 
responded to 9,337 calls for service in 2019. 

Administrative staff for the department include 
Police Chief Danielle Haynes, Fire Chief Steve 
Schroeder, Administrative Assistant April Decator,  
and Transcriptionist Lynn Domagalski. 

Police Division

The Police Division is made up of nineteen sworn 
officers with positions dedicated to road patrol, 
school liaison, drug enforcement, and investigations. 
Our team also includes four support staff, which 
consist of service officers, transcription, department 
FOIA coordinator, and administrative assistant. 

Community Relations are important to the Police 
Division. While the popular National Night Out was 
cancelled due to COVID-19 precautions, several other 
community relations activities did take place. These 
include the Season of Giving Gift Drive, Coffee with a 
Cop, Shop with a Hero, and the Property Checks and 
Camera Registry Programs.

Police calls are generally divided into categories;  
Society Crimes (Liquor Laws, Drug Laws, Family 
Offenses), Traffic Crashes and Civil Offenses (Vehicle 
Accidents, Suspicious, Non Criminal), Property Crimes 
(Larceny, Fraud, Destruction of Property, Burglary), 
Crimes against persons (Assaults, Criminal Sexual 
Conduct, Kidnapping), Person Crimes (Robbery, 
Kidnapping, Assaults), Juvenile Cases (Runaways, 
Deliquent), and Group B Offenses (Obstructing 
Justice, Disorderly, OUI). Figure 15 shows the 
category totals for 2020.

Figure 15:  Police Division Calls for Service

Categories 2020
Society Crimes 69
Traffic Crashes and Civil Offenses 1,732
Property Crimes 194
Person Crimes 183
Juvenile Cases 8
Group B Offenses 266
Total 2,452

Picture 22: Coffee with a Cop Picture 23: Shop with a Hero
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Fire Division

The Fire Division is made up of nine full-time 
firefighters and 18 paid on call firefighters.  The full-
time staff works 24 hour shifts every third day.  There 
are three shifts each overseen by a Captain.  In the 
summer of 2020, Captain Kyle Luce retired after 30 
years of service with the Big Rapids Fire Division.  The 
other Captains are Sean Wethington and Jeff Hull.  
Three new full-time firefighters were also hired to 
fill vacant positions.  These firefighters are Michael 
Livingston, Luke Killingbeck, and Cosme Monsivias, 
Jr. All full-time staff are certified as both Firefighters 
and Emergency Medical Technicians.  The primary 
response area of the Fire Division consists of the 
City of Big Rapids, Green Charter Township, Norwich 
Township, and Barton Township.  In addition to these 
areas, the Fire Division responds for medical coverage 
in Colfax and Grant Townships.  The total response 
area consists of approximately 120 square miles.  

In addition to the staffing there were several new 
changes to the Fire Division during 2020.  In March 
of 2020, Steve Schroeder swore in as the Fire Chief 

after serving as Deputy Director of Public Safety for 
5 years.  Having a dedicated Fire Chief promotes 
direction and focus specifically for incident response 
and community risk reduction.  The office of Fire 
Chief also serves as the emergency management 
liaison for the City of Big Rapids.  The Fire Division 
was greatly affected by COVID-19 during 2020.  

Figure 16:  Fire Division Calls for Service

Major Incident Type 2020
Fires 67
Overpressure, Explosion, Overheat 2
Rescue & EMS 895
Hazardous Condition (No Fire) 83
Service Call 22
Good Intent Call 53
False Alarm & False Call 42
Severe Weather & Natural Disaster 1
Special Incident Type 1
Total 1,166

Picture 24:  Public Safety Staff
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There were constant changes and guidance being 
pushed daily that directly affected the response to 
medical calls within the service area.  Challenges in 
staffing, PPE acquisition, and overall health were at 
the forefront of everyone’s mind.  

In October 2020, Lt. Richard Spedowske tragically 
passed away from complications related to COVID-19.  
Lt. Spedowske had served the community on the 
Fire Department for 39 years.  Experiencing this 
was a significant loss to the department and the 
community.  Lt. Spedowske was a very active member 
of the department and very few days went by when 
he did not respond to the station for calls for service.  
His dedication and leadership will be missed.

Figure 17:  Responses with COVID-19

Type Number
COVID-19 was Suspected 28
COVID-19 was Confirmed 11
COVID-19 was Not a Factor 627
Unknown 266

Picture 25: Car Fire Picture 26: Lt. Richard Spedowske
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Community Development Department

On July 20, 2020, the City Commission adopted 
Ordinance No. 762-07-20, which authorized the 
switch from Neighborhood Services Department to 
Community Development Department. A key goal of 
this name change was to rebrand and shift the focus 
of the Department away from being reactionary to 
community issues to being proactive and intentional 
in building and improving the community.

The primary tasks of the Department have not 
changed; the Community Development Department 
handles planning, zoning, code enforcement, rental 
housing inspections, grant writing, and public 
relations for the City of Big Rapids. Department staff 
work with the Planning Commission and the Zoning 
Board of Appeals. Building permits within the City are 
issued by the Mecosta County Building Department, 
as the City does not have a Building Official on staff.

Staff in the Community Development Department 
changed over the course of 2020. Director Ms. Paula 
Priebe and Rental Inspector Mr. Cory Zandstra, 
who works with the City under a contract with the 
Mecosta County Building Department, were with the 
Department for all of 2020. Long time Neighborhood 
Services Coordinator Mrs. Cindy Plautz retired in 
2020 and part-time Code Enforcement Officer Mr. 
Tom Winters left the City as well. Two new full-time 
employees joined the Community Development 
Department in 2020: Planning and Zoning Technician 
Ms. Emily Szymanski and Grant Coordinator Ms. 
Suzanne Wiggins.

The Big Rapids Code of Ordinances, as well as the 
Zoning Ordinance, provides regulations that pertain 
to the prevention of nuisance conditions within the 
City. Nuisance conditions include building materials 
outside, grass and weeds, improper parking, 
unlicensed or inoperable vehicles, brush and yard 
waste, litter and interior furniture and appliances 
stored outside, and many conditions.  Figure 18 
details code enforcement activities in 2020.

All residential properties in the City of Big Rapids 
that are occupied by persons other than the owner 
are considered rental units and are required to be 
inspected on an annual basis. There are approximately 

650 registered rental properties in the City of Big 
Rapids that represent over 2,000 individual rental 
units. In 2020, the Rental Inspector conducted over 
511 inspections. This number is lower than usual; 
due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, few to no rental 
inspections were conducted in the months of March, 
April, and May 2020. 

In addition to ensuring basic safety in all units, the 
rental inspection process helps the Department 
track other information such as occupancy, parking, 
and conformance with the City’s Zoning Ordinance. 
The Department also acts as a liaison for tenants who 
experience issues in their rental situation.

Picture 27: Community Development Staff

Pictured:  Cory Zandstra, Suzanne Wiggins, 
Emily Szymanski, and Paula Priebe.

Figure 18:  Code Enforcement Activity by Year

Violation Type 2020
Animals 3
Blight 71
Disabled / Inoperable Vehicles 38
House Numbers 73
Grass & Weeds 444
Nonconforming Signs 3
Parking 6
Polycart Placement 3
Trees / Shrubs 4
ENFORCEMENT TOTALS 645
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Community Library

The Big Rapids Community Library has two full-
time staff, the Director Lauren Moran and Head of 
Programs Sarah Welch. Nine part-time employees 
complete a team that provides library resources to 
the entire west central Michigan area. 

Funding for the Library is a combination of grants, 
penal fines, state aid, user fines and fees, dedicated 
City millage, Big Rapids Township millage, generous 
donors, Friends of the Library, and the City’s General 
Fund. In 2020, the use of the library saved community 
members more than $ 485,869.21. Library cards are 
free to residents. 

The library continues to be a very popular resource 
for the community. Program attendance and digital 
collections usage all increased in 2020.  

Figure 19 shows general library usage statistics from 
2017 to 2020. Figure 20 reports more detailed library 
usage over the the same 3 year period. 

The Library offers numerous programs that 
encourage literacy, life-long learning, and drive 
usage of the Library. In 2020, many library services 
continued despite the pandemic: Lobby Pickup, Take 
& Make Kits, At-Home Storytime, Up North Digital/
Libby eBooks, Kanopy streaming films, rbDigital 
eMagazines, and more. 

Picture 28:  Library Staff

Pictured:  Lauren Moran, Sarah Welch, Kayla Brock, Jerrika McAlpine, and Howard Botma.
Not Pictured: Aidan Reynolds, Daniel West, Cayden Decator, and Owen Ettinger.



Annual Report 2020  23

Figure 19:  Library Usage Statistics - General

Figure 20:  Library Usage Statistics - Detailed
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Robenhood Airport

The Roben-Hood Airport continued full operations 
throughout 2019.  The staff at the airport includes 
The Airport Manager Steve Schroeder, Administrative 
Assistant Beth Ranger, Mechanic Dave Bordano, 
and Field Services Isaac Knox, Kendra Whipple, Don 
Cross, and Cory Lee.  The airport offers full customer 
service and is staffed Monday through Saturday.  We 
continue to hear from passing pilots that when they 
are in the area, they make it a priority to stop at the 
Roben-Hood Airport.  

Usage at the airport is listed in Figure 21 showing 
the fuel sales, fees, and total operations.  The 
data is presented to show a three-year period to 
demonstrate trends.

In 2019 the 14/32 runway was milled and repaved 
creating a safer crosswind landing solution for pilots.  
The prior asphalt was showing signs of wear and 
had large cracks traversing the runway.  Most of the 
project was paid for under the MDOT block grant 
program with matching funds contributed by the 
City.  The new runway was constructed under strict 
requirements by Rieth Riley Construction.  

Figure 21:  Airport Usage Metrics

Category 2018 2019 2020
Jet A sold 
(Gallons) 36,509 32,476 31,064

100LL Sold 
(Gallons) 11,116 8,492 9,944

Airport Fee 
Collection $24,432 $22,195 $23,090

Aircraft 
Operations 3,107 3,217 3,426

In January there was the first meeting of the 
newly established Airport Advisory Committee.  
This committee is designed to help make 
recommendations to the City Manager and Airport 
Manager over a variety of topics surrounding airport 
operations.  Serving on this Committee is Dan Ringle, 
Tom Botsford, Ed Muccio, Dan Farrow, Jim Peak, and 
Bob Murray. 
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Clerk’s Office

The City Clerk’s office is staffed by two full-time 
employees, Tamyra Gillis, City Clerk and Amanda 
Vogel, Deputy Clerk and approximately 47 part-time 
election inspectors.  

COVID-19 and the Presidential Election

Performing elections during a pandemic was the 
most challenging thing that the Clerk’s office has 
ever had to deal with.  City Hall was closed down due 
to COVID-19 beginning March 16, 2020.  The March 
Presidential Primary was over, and the Clerk’s office 
had already started preparing for the May School 
election.  The May election was the first election that 
was ever an Absentee Ballot only election.  There were 
no walk-in voters at any of the precincts.  Everyone 
had to sanitize their hands and wear face masks.

A few months later was the preparation for the 
August Primary in which Personal Protection 
Equipment (PPE) became the most important part of 
the election.  Grants were available to curb costs of 
obtaining PPE, such as face masks/shields, sanitizing 
wipes and liquids, barriers for precincts, and large 
ballot boxes.  November Presidential election was 
the busiest election that the city has ever had.

Due to Proposal 18-3 that was adopted by the 
November 2018 election, any registered voter could 
obtain an absentee ballot without giving a reason.  
Due to the passing of the proposal and COVID-19 
the Clerk’s office saw a rise in absentee ballots going 
from 300 to 1,200 or more per election.  This became 
a problem for election inspectors to process these 
many ballots in the precinct.  The Election Commission 
voted to form an Absentee Voter Counting Board for 
every election.  This is a group of election inspectors 
who work on election day and process absentee 
voter ballots only.  The Clerk applied for and obtained 
a grant to purchase another tabulator for this board. 

The City has three voting precincts:  City Hall, Public 
Safety and Mecosta Osceola Intermediate School 
District (MOISD).  

Figure 22 details voter turnout for the 2020 elections.

       

Staff Training 

Training is so important in many ways, especially in 
the Clerk’s Office.  There is the need to keep current 
in the governmental aspects, which include items 
like Freedom of Information, Open Meetings Act, 
Master Cards Files for registered voters and Elections.    

Due to COVID-19 there were no in person classes and 
very few virtual classes to guide clerks through the 
presidential election cycle.  Usually there would be a 
vast variety of classes and training sessions to attend.  

The Clerk currently has her Master Municipal 
Clerk, Certified Municipal Clerk, and the Michigan 
Association of Municipal Clerks certificates.  She 
is currently working on her Michigan Professional 
Municipal Clerk’s certificate and has achieved level 
two status. 

The Deputy Clerk has become a member of the 
International Institute of Municipal Clerks and the 
Michigan Association of Municipal Clerks and will 
attend the Clerks Institute beginning in 2021 in order 
to achieve her Certified Municipal Clerk status. 

Picture 29: Clerk’s Office Staff

Pictured:  Tamyra Gillis and Amanda Vogel
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Figure 22:  2020 Election Turnout and Voting Breakdown by Precinct

Election Voted at 
Polls

Voted by 
AV Ballots

Total 
Number 

Voted

Did not 
Vote

Registered 
Voters

Percent of 
Voters who 

Voted 
March Primary 
Election 1,315 374 1,689 3,392 5,081 34%

May School 
Election 0 854 854 4,267 5,121 6%

August Primary 
Election 435 738 1,173 3,925 5,098 23%

November 
Presidential 
Election

1,460 1,368 2,828 2,415 5,243 54%

Precinct 1 Precinct 2 Precinct 3 Voted AV
Total 

Number 
Voted

Percent of 
Voters who 

Voted
March Primary 
Election 426 543 346 374 1,689 34%

May School 
Election 0 0 0 854 854 6%

August Primary 
Election 161 145 129 738 1,173 23%

November 
Presidential 
Election

438 567 455 1,368 2,828 54%

City Clerk Activities

Permits and Licenses – 
• Business Licenses - The City’s Business 

Regulations Ordinance authorizes the issuing 
of licenses by the Clerk’s Office.   These types of 
licenses include door-to-door and transient type 
businesses, precious metals and gems dealers, 
antique dealers, busker, secondhand stores and 
pawnshops. These licenses require a fee, as set by 
Ordinance.  Six licenses were issued in 2020.

• Sidewalk Permits - In the interest of promoting 
business, the City allows downtown businesses to 
use the City sidewalks in various approved ways.  
A sidewalk occupancy permit must be obtained 
for product displays, signs, benches, tables, or an 
extension of their business onto the sidewalk.   
Due to COVID-19 many of the stores were shut 
down in 2020 whereby only three downtown 
businesses obtained sidewalk permits.

Freedom of Information Requests – All requests for 
information under the Freedom of Information Act 
(FOIA) are kept in a log in the City Clerk’s Office.    Even 
though the FOIA requests may be for information 
maintained by various other departments of the City, 
and the requested information researched by those 
departments, the City Clerk is designated as the 
Freedom of Information Coordinator and requests 
are eventually routed through the Clerk’s office for 
logging and additional reply, as required.  The Act 
requires that the requests be fulfilled within five 
business days if possible with a ten-day extension 
if necessary.  The following requests were fulfilled in 
2020:

• 45 requests processed through the Clerk’s Office

• 334 requests processed through the Police 
Division 

• 5 request processed through the Fire Division 
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Liquor Licenses – In 2008 the City established a City 
Redevelopment Project Area that incorporates the 
entire City of Big Rapids.  This allows liquor licenses 
to be issued by the Liquor Control Commission in 
addition to the number of licenses available in cities.  
Two Redevelopment liquor licenses were issued in 
2020.   

City Boards and Commissions – The Clerk’s Office 
maintains a Boards and Commission list, which 
includes the members on the various boards/
commissions and their terms of office.  Periodically, 
a notice is placed in the local newspaper-soliciting 
residents who are interested in serving on a board/
commission.  The Clerk’s Office will administer an Oath 
of Office, as well as an Ethics Policy acknowledgement 
to each member when they are appointed to a term.  
Interest Indicators are available for residents to fill out 
if they are interested in serving on a City Board.  

Notary Service – The City currently maintains two 
notary Publics for notarizing City documents and 
oaths of office.  Free notary service is provided for 
the City and area residents.  In 2020, the Clerk’s office 
provided the service of notarizing 41 documents for 
citizens.  This number does not include the ‘forms’ 
required by the Treasurer’s Office for rental property. 

Record Retention and Storage – The City Clerk’s 
office is charged with retaining many of the City’s 
documents.  This includes, but is not limited to, 
Commission action through resolutions and 
ordinances; contracts, agreements and leases; 
easement documents; vacation of land, streets and 
alleys; tax facilities exemptions; bond documents; 
special assessments procedure; minute books of the 
Commission and boards and commissions. 

Election law requires that ballots and paperwork 
from State and Federal elections be locked up for 
22 months.  After that the statute requires that the 
documents be shredded or burned.  The Income Tax 
Department also has documents that are required to 
be shredded, so the two departments combine the 
documents, call an onsite shredding company and 
split the cost.  Between the two departments, eight 
totes were shredded.

Ordinance Updates – Keeping the City’s ordinances 
current is a continual responsibility of the City 
Commission.  Ordinances adopted in 2020 consisted 
of five pertaining to the Code of Ordinances, and four 
pertaining to the Zoning Ordinance.     

Minute Taking – City Clerk takes minutes for various 
charter and non-charter boards.  The current boards/
commissions are City Commission, Compensation 
Commission, and the Election Commission.  

Legal Notices - The City Clerk’s office assures that 
many of the required legal notices are published in 
the local newspaper at the required time.    Copies 
of the legal notices are retained, and the billing costs 
monitored.   The cost to keep Big Rapids citizens 
informed is a significant expense for the City. 

Contract Monitoring - Clerk’s Office staff has 
developed contract monitoring books that tracks 
current contracts and their expiration dates.  This 
tracking will allow the various City departments to 
begin the renewal of various contracts in a timely 
fashion.  Currently there are six books.  These contracts 
are also placed on a calendar that is shared with fellow 
City staff.  Staff is able to look at the calendar and click 
on a link that will take them to the contract for easy 
printing and reviewing.  This has been a very valuable 
tool in the renewal process of contracts.
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