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lion-plus on language that 
doesn’t meet the ballot 
standards and you want 
to be angry that there’s 
people working to call 
the question about how 
and why that’s being 
done.

“To say nothing of 
the fact that you went to 
the voters with $10 mil-
lion-plus millage request 
when you had a contrac-
tor with a fairly good 
track record offering 
to do it for free,” Miller 
added.

Miller — along with 
Almont Township 
Supervisor Paul Bowman, 
Marathon Township 
Supervisor Fred 
Moorhouse, and Deerfield 
Township Supervisor Ray 
Hayes — sat down with 
The County Press for two 
hours Monday.

They said it was large-
ly in response to a Sept. 
17 story in The County 
Press prompted by the 
questions raised by 
county officials (in light 
of Almont and Deerfield 
townships requesting 
partial funding of polic-
ing services provided 
via contract with the 
Lapeer County Sheriff’s 
Dept.) and a series of 
emails obtained through 
Michigan’s Freedom of 
Information Act. The 
emails included written 
interaction between 
Miller and the township 
officials, and laid out the 
evolution of the suit. 

The officials — all 
contacted by The County 
Press prior to publication 
of the Sept. 17 article — 
said they took no issue 
with the story and con-
sidered it “factual.”

But because the law-
suit has yet to be heard 
in court — and there is a 
chance it might never be 
— the officials said they 
want people to under-
stand the other side of 
the story, or why they’ve 
done what they’ve done. 

 “We went through 
the courts here in Lapeer 
County and not once 
did we get to have any 
testimony whatsoever,” 
Bowman said. “We didn’t 
get to call witnesses or 
anything else. We’ve 
never been able to tell 
our story.”

Ballot language
LCEMS formed in 1997 

via merger of the Lapeer 
Area Ambulance Service, 
North Branch Area 
Ambulance Service and 
the Imlay City Department 
of Public Safety.

Today, LCEMS is 
owned by Imlay City, the 
villages of North Branch, 
Dryden, and Metamora, 
and the townships of 
Arcadia, Attica, Dryden, 
Elba, Goodland, Hadley, 
Imlay, Lapeer, Mayfield, 
Metamora, North Branch 
and Oregon. It’s gov-
erned by a seven-mem-
ber board and has six 
bases, with a seventh in 
the works for Goodland 
Township.

Competition for 
LCEMS arrived in 2013 
in form of Pro-Med from 
Genesee County, along 
with Medstar, a joint ven-
ture of Henry Ford Health 
Systems and a McLaren 
unit in Macomb County.

Pro-Med left while 
McLaren Lapeer Region 
signed an exclusive con-
tract with Medstar to 
provide the hospital with 
medical transfer services. 
It reportedly took a bite 
of more than $600,000 
out of LCEMS’ revenue 
stream.

Things didn’t get any 
easier for LCEMS in 2014, 
when Almont and Elba 
townships voted to leave 
the quasi-governmental 
agency-owned LCEMS, 
cutting part of its tax sub-
sidy. (Elba rejoined last 
year, Deerfield left this 
year).

In Aug. 2016, the 
Lapeer County Board of 
Commissioners voted 6-1 
to approve the proposed 
ballot language asking 
voters to approve a one-
mill levy for a four-year 
period, “for the purpose 
of establishing a county 
wide ambulance service 

(emergency medical 
service) through a coun-
ty inter-local govern-
ment agreement with 
Lapeer County EMS as 
provided by the Urban 
Cooperation Act.”

Lapeer County voters 
approved the millage by 
a 21,706-20,174 margin 
(1,532 votes), though a 
majority of Almont and 
Marathon Township 
residents were among 
voters who rejected the 
proposal.

The one-mill tax is 
expected to generate 
between $2.6 million and 
$2.7 million annually for 
four years. LCEMS board 
members voted following 
the election to eliminate 
local co-pays.

But the ballot language 
was fraught with prob-
lems, those now suing 
the county and LCEMS 
claim. 

Their first point of 
contention is the swift-
ness in which the county 
board approved ballot 
language.

The ballot proposal 

was taken to the board 
July 28, and the ballot 
language had to be 
approved before the Aug. 
16 deadline to make it 
to the ballot. Miller said 
given the tight timeframe, 
there is some question as 
to if the ballot language 
was properly reviewed 
by legal counsel for the 
county.

Attorneys also are 
trying to make the case 
that the county violat-
ed the state’s property 
tax act by not listing on 
the ballot proposal the 
county’s five Downtown 
Development Authorities 
and three other special 
taxing districts in the city 
of Lapeer, which have 
the ability to capture a 
portion of property taxes 
levied in their areas.

Miller says such enti-
ties can only be left off 
the ballot if they sign a 
waiver allowing it. 

“The state law says 
that if you have capturing 
tax entities, those captur-
ing tax entities have to be 
identified in any millage 

request,” Miller said, 
claiming county officials 
couldn’t get all the waiv-
ers they needed.

“They tried to get 
waivers, they didn’t get 
them all, and they chose 
to leave that language 
off the ballot language,” 
Miller said. “If they didn’t 
think they had to, which 
is what some of them 
claim, why were they try-
ing to?” 

The group also takes 
issue with the wording 
of the ballot, and claims 
it wasn’t written using 
words that have a com-
mon everyday meaning 
to the general public — 
another requirement per 
state law. 

Further, they claim 
terms on the ballot like 
“county wide ambulance 
service (emergency med-
ical service)” left voters 
confused.

In a prepared written 
statement to The County 
Press, Miller addressed 
the situation.

“Several people com-
municated that they 

voted yes to support us. 
When we told them that a 
yes vote did not support 
Medstar, many expressed 
confusion about the 
terms of ballot,” Miller 
wrote. “Some said that 
they were glad that we 
were going to be part of 
a cooperative system and 
receive funding from the 
county. When we told 
those patients and fami-
lies that the millage funds 
were not being used to 
build the EMS system, 
but rather support 
LCEMS, they expressed 
confusion about the lan-
guage of the ballot.”

Deerfield’s Hayes 
noted the inclusion of the 
word “establishing” in 
the ballot proposal.

“What does the world 
‘establish’ mean?” he 
said, adding that he 
believes a majority inter-
preted it to mean a new 
EMS system would be set 
up.

Yet another issue is 
that not every munici-
pality is part of LCEMS, 
including Almont 
Township.

“One of the things 
from Almont Township’s 
perspective is that it was 
advertised and on the 
ballot as a countywide 
millage, but the bene-
fits aren’t countywide,” 
Bowman said. “Almont 
Township — unless 
Medstar happens to leave 
our township — we’ll see 
LCEMS once or twice a 
month.”

“Our folks don’t get 
any benefit from it and 
we pay almost $250,000,” 
Bowman added.

Marathon’s 
Moorhouse continues to 
hold that it’s “taxation 
without representation.” 
Further, he says that 
Marathon was preparing 
to “go it alone” in the 
legal battle over the EMS 
millage election.

Concurrently, Miller 
said that Medstar was 
being encouraged to “ini-
tiate actions to resolve 
the issue.”

“When members of 
the public found out that 
they were tricked into 
using tax support for a 
service in which there 
was a no-cost alternative, 
and the ballot language 
was intentionally confus-
ing, many became quite 
upset. Several offered to 
fight the action, and most 
encouraged us to take 
legal action.”

Medstar and the town-
ships joined forces short-
ly thereafter. 

Almont and Marathon 
townships have agreed 
to pay up to $5,000 each. 
Miller confirmed a pre-
vious report that the 
Medstar board approved 
spending up to $20,000 
initially, but said Monday 
it’s prepared to “see this 
through” in court. 

Should the case go 
nowhere, Moorhouse 
said he “in the next four 
years, what are the com-
missioners and LCEMS 
going to do when this 
runs out? I’m kind of curi-
ous to see what’s left of 
the funds they collected 
from the tax money.”

‘Not even a reply’
Medstar is a nonprof-

it serving patients and 
health care facilities in 
six counties throughout 
southeast Michigan. It 
provides care to more 
than 100,000 patients 
annually. 

In 2016, Medstar pur-

chased five new ambu-
lances for its Lapeer 
County operations, 
supplying them all with 
new clinical equipment. 
Miller notes Medstar’s 
investment “was made 
without any public funds 
or subsidy.”

According to its Form 
990 — the public doc-
ument that tax-exempt 
nonprofits must file with 
the IRS — the organiza-
tion “strives to deliver 
the highest quality 
patient care, service, and 
education through our 
commitment to compas-
sion, integrity and team-
work.”

For the year 2015, the 
nonprofit reported total 
revenue of about $23.5 
million and total expens-
es of about $21.7 million.

Leading up to last 
year’s election, Miller 
said Medstar reached 
out to LCEMS owners. Of 
particular note was an 
Oct. 11 letter in which 
Medstar indicated it 
would essentially buy out 
LCEMS.

Miller said Medstar 
indicated it was willing 
to “buy your equipment, 
hire your employees, and 
give you…a $2 million 
performance bond that 
says we’ll do exactly 
what it says we’re going 
to do.”

“Not even a reply,” 
Miller added.

Miller makes no 
bones about the quality 
of service that Medstar 
provides, and his belief 
that Medstar does things 
better than LCEMS. He 
also notes that Medstar 
is “probably one of the 
largest civic supporters 
in the county.”

Still, he stops short 
of calling LCEMS “com-
petition” and would not 
answer directly if the 
goal is to make Medstar 
a lone or top provider of 
ambulance services in 
Lapeer County.

However, he said 
LCEMS has a distinct 
advantage over Medstar.

“To the extent that 
we’re in a volume-driven, 
quality discussion with a 
provider that’s told ‘Your 
structural operations, 
how good of a company 
you are, doesn’t matter 
because we’re just going 
to give you $2 million a 
year. So these guys over 
here are working to pro-
vide good quality. You? 
Don’t worry about it,’” 
Miller said.

He also contends 
not enough information 
about Medstar — specif-
ically, what it offered the 
county — made it into 
the hands of voters.

“I don’t believe that the 
quality alternative was 
made known to the voters 
when they were told that 
if you don’t vote for this 
millage you’re not going 
to have an ambulance,” 
Miller said. “So the alterna-
tive — the not $10 million 
alternative with a long his-
tory of quality before then 
and up until now — was 
not communicated to the 
voters.”

“As the other provider 
in the community, who 
continues to invest in the 
community, who contin-
ues to provide good care, 
pay our people more 
than the others, invest 
in the civic functions of 
the community, we think 
that’s an issue that needs 
to be heard,” Miller said. 

As of press time, no 
dates had been scheduled 
with regard to the appeal. 
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Ray Hayes, supervisor of Deerfield Township, said Monday that last year’s EMS 
millage ballot proposal wasn’t clear enough for voters.
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Kolby Miller, CEO, Medstar Inc., says Medstar became involved in the lawsuit filed 
against Lapeer County and Lapeer County EMS after people “initiate actions to 
resolve the issue.”

Paul Bowman, supervisor of Almont Township, said he and the other plaintiffs in 
a lawsuit filed against the county and LCEMS have “never been able to tell our 
story.”

Fred Moorhouse, supervisor of Marathon Township, 
said the township was “ready to go it alone” in bat-
tling the EMS millage.


