Village of Elk Rapids
Memorandum
To:

All Village Trustees

From:

James Janisse, Village President

Date:

September 21, 2020

Subject:
Elk Rapids District Library
______________________________________________________________________
A lot of questions are swirling around regarding the Elk Rapids District Library and
recent events. You have all received an email from Liz Atkinson, apparently speaking
for the Milton Township Board, while also recently being appointed to the Library Board.
But, before going much further, let’s do a quick review of the events leading up to Ms.
Atkinson’s email. You will see, and I admit, some bias as it relates to my position on
nepotism and elected officials appointed to government boards. It is not against the
individual. I know each of them and this is not personal.
•

•

•
•

•

On August 21, the Library Director was suspended by the Library Board
President. As we understand it, this was the result of an email sent by the
Library Director to a Library Board member who had recently resigned. The
Library Board had not accepted the Board member’s resignation yet. It is our
understanding that the Library Board President had discussed this action with
their attorney before taking action. However, we have not discussed this with the
Library Board President or anyone else at this point.
Our Police Department was asked to standby in case there was an issue with the
Library Director leaving. The Library Director was NOT escorted out, as has
been stated by some, but left without incident. A “Civil Standby” is common
practice for law enforcement agencies and the Elk Rapids Police Department.
On August 24, 2020 at 8AM, Milton Township held a Special Board Meeting at
and appointed their elected Treasurer, Liz Atkinson to the Library Board.
On August 31, 2020 we organized a meeting regarding the library with the
Supervisors of the two townships. The meeting was scheduled for September
10th at 9AM with Milton Supervisor Bargy, Elk Rapids Supervisor Amos, Bill
Cooper and me. I requested that no Library Board members were to be in
attendance.
On September 9, Milton Township held a special board meeting, at the request of
Milton Treasurer and Library board member Atkinson, and all members present
voted to ask for Barb Johnson’s resignation, Barb being the Library Board
President and their appointee. Their regular board meeting was scheduled for
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Monday, September 14, 2020 at 7PM. Ms. Johnson was not aware of this
special meeting.
The morning of September 10, at 7:46 AM, prior to the Elk Rapids Township
special meeting, Liz Atkinson sent an email to Bill Cooper and me speaking on
behalf of the Milton Township Board, informing us of their action and asking for
our support. As you are aware, Liz Atkinson has all of your emails and informed
you of her position on various matters in the past by sending them to you directly.
I wasn’t aware of this email until 11:30 AM or so.
- Bill Cooper responded at 12:10 PM that he personally could not support
Milton Townships’ actions. Please read his email.
On September 10, 2020 at 8AM, I contacted Supervisors Bargy and Amos
advising that our meeting would need to be rescheduled as Manager Cooper was
ill that morning. Bargy advised that he would be on vacation for the next two
weeks and was leaving after the Milton Township regular board meeting on
September 14, 2020. Both Supervisors acknowledged that a meeting would be
arranged as soon as possible.
The morning of September 10, at 10AM Elk Rapids Township held a special
board meeting at the request of Trustee and Library Board Member Dick Hultz.
The members present also supported the Milton Township request for Barb
Johnson to resign. (Liz was at this meeting)
The Elk Rapids District Library Board met on September 10 at 5:00 PM. Library
Board Member and Elk Rapids Township Trustee, Dick Hults, made a motion
asking for Barb Johnson to resign. Support of this motion was seconded by
Milton Township Trustee and Board member Liz Atkinson. The vote was 3-3 with
one abstention. Julia Pollister Amos was the additional dissenting vote.
- In the Village of Elk Rapids, this would have been a failed motion. End of
discussion. What happened next is that Dick Hultz argued that Barb
Johnson’s vote did not count and then the vote was declared as being passed
3-2, with 1 abstention. This was without Barb Johnson’s actual vote now,
disregarded.
- According to Roberts Rules, Barb is allowed to vote even when the motion
involves her personally. She did vote originally, but the Library Board decided
that her vote did not count. Had they followed the rule, Barb’s vote would
have been a 3-3 tie and the motion would have failed.
- According to the OMA, when a voting member declares an abstention, the
vote is counted as a “No” vote. It would appear to me that the vote was
actually a 4-3 vote, also causing the motion to fail.
- Immediately following this vote, Barb Johnson informed the Library Board that
she had checked and only the Governor could remove her from office and
that she would not resign.
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On Saturday evening, September 12th at 6:37pm, Liz Atkinson sent you all an
email with additional information that was not included in the email Bill and I
received.

Moving on, as a result of the short notice from Milton Township of their special board
meeting, the special Elk Rapids Township Board meeting the morning of September 10,
and the Library Board meeting later that same day, Bill and I decided that there was not
sufficient time to evaluate what had occurred, to look into this matter, before anything
was presented to the Village Council for discussion. As a result, the decision was made
that the email from Milton Township would be put into the Council packet as
correspondence. This would both inform the Council and allow for discussion of the
situation once we had more information.
A couple of important points that need to be considered:
1. The Elk Rapids District Library is a separate governmental entity. The only
authority that the Townships or the Village have over the Library Board is the
authority to appoint its members. Currently that is 3 members from the Village, 3
from Milton Township and 2 from Elk Rapids Township.
2. Once appointed, a Library Board member cannot be removed, except by the
Governor. The only action a community can take is what Milton Township had
done and ask for their appointee’s resignation. They can also refuse to reappoint
that individual when their term expires.
So, what is the problem that needs to be addressed? (As I see it) The Library Director
and the Library board have had a contentious and ongoing volatile relationship and the
Library Board is definitely not functional. There is a definite split between the board
members. Specifically, elected officials/Spouse of Township Supervisor versus other
appointed members. Since the communities have no jurisdiction over the Library
Board, a solution must be found in order to assure a smoother running operation. As a
result, I suggest the following:
A. Mediation: a professional mediation individual or group needs to come in to find
ways to resolve the differences and determine what needs to be done to assure
an improved working relationship amongst Library Board members, and between
the Library Board and the Library Director.
B. The 3 communities come together to develop a new agreement, one that is in
line with the District Library Act. It is my understanding that there is some old
agreement that predates this Act, but at this point it cannot be found. (The library
director has told Bill that she has this agreement. To date, it has not been
provided to us.) The Village President from the Village of Elk Rapids and the
Township Supervisors from Milton Township and Elk Rapids Township are the
ones who should meet and develop this agreement.
C. Incorporated in the new agreement is language that does not allow nepotism nor
appointing elected officials to be members of the library board.
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A lot has happened over a short period of time. We cannot change what has happened
prior to this point. We can work to assure that this situation improves, keeping in mind
that we have no direct authority over the Library Board.
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