Monthly newsletter « January 2025

Welcome!

This is the first of the Manistee County Democratic Party’s 2025 monthly
newsletter updates, where we'll share notes from meetings, details on
upcoming events, links to interesting articles, and more. If you'd like to

contribute content to a future newsletter, please email Sarah at
smste..@protonmail.com. Newsletters will go out at the start of each
month. (Please forgive the ugly formatting, | couldn’t get into our Mail
Chimp account but will hopefully get it figured out before next month’s
edition!)

Notes from the Nov. 21 meeting

Every two years, we are required to hold a county convention within 20 days of the
election to choose our county officers and hear reports from our standing


https://groups.google.com/

committees. We held this meeting on Nov. 21 at West Shore Community College in
Manistee. Below are highlights from our discussion.

As we all know, the election results were not what we had hoped for. However, that
does not mean that we didn't accomplish anything. Our main goals at the beginning
of the cycle were to recruit, support, and elect down ballot candidates; recruit and
engage members; increase and improve conversations in the community; increase
community involvement; and improve our messaging. We succeeded in hitting
these goals and learned plenty to incorporate in the 2026 cycle.

This year, we pulled together and worked our butts off to grow Democratic support in
the county and, through our campaign office, we provided a welcoming space that
attracted the attention of both local residents and tourists. As those of us who
volunteered in the office can attest, it was beautiful to watch it evolve into a
bonafide community hub over the summer and fall months. We also raised roughly
$15,000 in cash donations just from the visitors who came through the front door -
amazing! Special thanks to Jo Hall for overseeing the office and its volunteers, and
for doing so much to ensure the office was as hospitable as it was functional.

Now for the really exciting news from the 2024 election: Manistee County was one of
only six (out of 83) counties in Michigan that went more blue! We increased
Democratic votes by 1.6 percent, which might sound small but in an election that
came down to the margins, it's a notable accomplishment. Across the country, only
a handful of counties increased Dem vote share, so to be one of them should fill us
all with a sense of achievement and hope for the future.

In Manistee County, Kamala Harris received 434 more votes in 2024 than Joe Biden
did in 2020, while Donald Trump received 306 fewer votes than he did in 2020. We set
a fundraising record with the 2024 Don Jennings Dinner. We distributed more than
3,000 yard signs. Our partners at Contest Every Race doubled their grants to the
MCDP toward the end of the cycle because they saw all of our hard work and our
development of best practices. We recruited some terrific candidates who we hope
will choose to run again, especially now that they have an election cycle under their
belts and their names are more familiar to the community. We have some work to
do to build on these successes, but we are well-positioned for 2026. The 2024
election was not the end, it was the beginning!



We'll hold a strategic planning session from 10 am to noon on January 11 at West
Shore Community College in Manistee, which is open to all members to attend. We
strongly encourage your participation, as we'll have professional facilitator Meaghan
Kennedy on hand to help us formulate our future plans. To prepare for this meeting,
we have created a survey to gather your input on what is important to voters in
Manistee County. Please take less than 10 minutes to participate in this important
survey:

https://qualtricsxm8mj8n2s74.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/sV_ 0Ujy8Uu00WMmKHI.

Notes from the Dec. 19 meeting

At the Dec. 19 Manistee County committee meeting, we elected a slate of officers to serve
from Jan. 1, 2025 to Dec. 31, 2026: John Helge, Chairperson; Dawn Bense, Vice Chairperson;
Judy Cunningham, Treasurer; and Sarah Stevenson, Secretary. We are grateful to
Rebecca Amidon for serving as Vice Chairperson despite a growing young family
keeping her quite busy, and we thank Dawn for stepping up to serve!


https://qualtricsxm8mj8n2s74.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0Ujy8Uu0OWMmkHI

In 2025, Manistee County Democrats will partner with Indivisible, a progressive
organization that will provide us the tools and resources necessary to effectively
challenge the dangerous ideologies being elevated by the Trump administration. The
Project 2025 policies that his administration would like to implement are deeply
unpopular with the American people, even many Trump supporters. We will not stand for
the craven dismantling of our vital government services or a revenge tour on Trump’s
perceived enemies. As we can see by his cabinet picks, this will be an administration run
by and for billionaires, which will not go over well even with MAGA supporters once that
fact becomes clear to them, as we have seen play out with the HIB visa debate.

Many feel that the Democrats lost in 2024 because the party did not do enough to fight
for working families or economic policies that uplift them. People are desperate for
meaningful change; we must reconnect with our working class values and prepare to
challenge the status quo (and our leaders who continue to uphold it) if we want to win
future elections. We must also find a way to unite rural and urban voters as they grapple
with many of the same issues: a lack of affordable housing and childcare, subpar
schools, air and water tainted by pollution, and jobs that don't pay a livable wage.

Letters to the Editor

You can make your voice heard! The Manistee News Advocate accepts letters from the
public to the editor. They will publish one per month per person. LTEs are a great
opportunity to get our message out and talk to our neighbors. If you'd like any help with
proofreading or brainstorming, don’t hesitate to contact Sarah at
smste..@protonmail.com or John Helge at johnm...@gmail.com.

From the desk of John Helge

| am writing this before election day 2024. Regardless of the results of the 2024 election, |
am pledging my best personal effort to stop messages of hate, fear, and division that
have plagued American politics for the past 10

years. Whoever wins their races up and down the ballot in this free and fair election
process will be challenged with doing the hard work of providing

leadership and crafting legislation that must simultaneously follow the rule of law
established by our constitution and provide benefit not to themselves or just those who
financed their campaign or voted for them but to all

constituents.


https://indivisible.org/
https://groups.google.com/
https://groups.google.com/

As chairperson of the Manistee County Democratic Party, | am proud of the positive,
hope-filled messages for a brighter future we have made the focus of our campaign
support efforts. We have purposefully avoided juvenile name-calling, misinformation,
and mudslinging while focusing on educating voters to compare how candidates’
proposed policies can help them with important cost-of-living issues like affordability
of housing, childcare, and health care while building an economy that provides real
opportunity for growth from the bottom up and the middle out.

| was taught in high school government and civics classes that citizens participating in
the American democracy have a duty to vote and to then hold our elected officials
accountable through civil discourse to represent the greater good of their
constituents. We need to communicate with each other and collaborate to find
common ground on issues and then compromise to develop a true win/win outcome.

To get the healing process going right here in Manistee County | am inviting my
counterpart in the Manistee County Republican Party to sit down with

me over a cup of coffee before the end of November to begin the process of finding
common ground. We could work together to reduce homelessness or support our
local industries and small businesses.

Together we could find ways to bring more state and federal resources to benefit
Manistee County. The potential benefits to our county of resolute people in both
political parties working toward mutually agreed upon goals would be significant.

From the desk of Al Frye

The real loser in our recent election was not Kamala Harris and Tim Walz. It was not the
70 million people who cast their cherished vote for the Democratic ticket. It wasn't
even the Democratic Party writ large. It most certainly was not our “small d”
democratic system, because that system faithfully counted the votes and awarded
the prize to the ticket with the most votes.

The real loser in November's election was Truth
The Republican Party candidate lied almost

every waking moment of his campaign. Not fibs, not little untruths not the stretching of
some imaginary “alternative truth”. Outright, no basis or any semblance of facts lies.

How does anyone compete with that? When one side, in any competition such as this



refuses to play by the most basic of human norms (speaking the truth) the other side
is loath to keep up. We can hold no grudge against anyone who was swayed by these
lies. We CAN hold responsible those voters and politicians who knew of these lies but
chose to either look the other way or accept them as just the cost of getting what they
wanted. Denying or not knowing that a lie is a lie is one thing. Not caring that a lie is a
lie is something totally different.

When a political party is allowed to spread lies through the fire hose of campaign
speeches it is impossible for the opposition party to effectively make its point to the
electorate. A recent lie spread on the internet drew over three million views while the
later retraction received three thousand. In this way lies become a strange sort of
“truth” in the ether. When we can no longer depend on truth how do we develop trust?
How do we work with those we disagree with?

The death of truth will most certainly take trust and faith with it to the grave. When
truth loses, we all lose, no matter who we voted for.

From the desk of Sarah Stevenson

(This is @ meandering ramble down memory lane rather than a letter to the editor.)
You might have read about the recent implosion of the Michigan House of
Representatives’ Democratic caucus, which brought a very disappointing end to the
first trifecta Michigan Democrats had won in 40 years.

| watched the House Democratic caucus unravel with utter dismay and a feeling of
deja vu. | began my very first job in politics in August 2004, when | took a job as a staff
writer for the Democratic Caucus in the Michigan House of Representatives. One of my
first tasks involved working on the campaign of a candidate whose name | can’t quite
pull from the recesses of my brain (Tom somebody), who was running against future
House Speaker Andy Dillon to represent Redford Township and parts of Dearborn
Heights and Livonia in the Michigan House of Representatives.

Job Killin” Andy Dillon was one of the pithy phrases they used in campaign lit, which
was a reference to Dillon’s work as a “corporate turnaround artist” with Detroit Steel
Corp. People quietly griped that he was an unrepentant DINO who didn’t share the

party’s values. However, Tom lost the primary, so we switched to working on Dillon’s
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race against the Republican candidate. (This quick about face was my first lesson in
how the sausage actually gets made in Lansing.)

Dillon beat the Republican candidate and went on to win again in 2006. This is
when | received another important lesson in how the sausage gets made in
Lansing: When it came time to vote for Speaker on the House floor, a behind-
closed-doors deal had been cut: One of the State Representatives would be
elevated to the Chair of the Appropriations Committee, the position that
essentially controls the purse strings in the budget process, in exchange for a
portion of the caucus voting as a bloc to elect Andy Dillon as the Speaker. Andy
Dillon, who was not considered by many of his colleagues to be a tried and true
Democrat? Yes indeed. This turn of events was so disappointing and unexpected
that staff met at a bar close to the Capitol to drown sorrows and ask each other
what the heck just happened.

With Dillon in place as Speaker and the Dems in the majority for the first time in
years, we got to work. Dillon was pushing the 21st Century Jobs Fund, a $2 billion
economic development initiative. | remmember writing the phrase “unprecedented
budget crisis” over and and over and over again in press releases, and there was
indeed a brief state government shutdown during a budget impasse in 2007. The
big policy items the caucus prioritized back then were stopping the importation of
Canadian trash, ending legal immunity for pharmaceutical companies, and
diversifying Michigan’s economy.

Despite the many long hours worked by State Reps and staff alike, | don't recall
any massive policy victories. There were a lot of fights over taxation between the
Dem-controlled House and the Republican-controlled Senate. Dillon and a handful
of State Reps in competitive districts also had to fend off a recall attempt.
However, when all was said and done, it felt like the Democrats’ time holding the
Speaker’s gavel didn't amount to much in the way of passing landmark policies
that would make life easier or more prosperous for working families.

In 2010, Dillon decided to run for governor after he was termed out of the House. He
lost the Democratic primary, which was a reflection of his unpopularity with the
base, but newly elected Gov. Rick Snyder appointed him as the state’s Treasurer.
Dillon’s political career ended a few years later under a cloud of scandal and
accusdtions of financial malfeasance. His big “accomplishment” while serving as
Treasurer were the contentious financial reviews of cities and school districts that
resulted in the state’s emergency manager takeover of Detroit. As a Detroit
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resident at the time, | can remember the sense of betrayal Democrats in the city
felt.

Why am | rambling down memory lane this morning? Because it has never been
more clear to me that we have a big problem with dark money and it's affecting
the way Democrats wield power in Michigan.

After taking a decade-long break from political communications work, | found
myself back in the mix when Democrats won a trifecta in 2022. After the election, |
went to work for a nonprofit fighting for more state funding for the programs and
services the public depends on. We naively assumed that with a trifecta, the Dems
would come together to enact policies that supported things like affordable
housing and childcare; or forcing wealthy corporations that pollute our air, land,
and water to pay to clean up the toxic messes they create; or demanding that DTE
and Consumers Energy improve service before demanding yet another rate
increase.

Instead, we, like so many other ally groups, were told that if it didn't have to do with
economic development priorities such as the SOAR Fund, we would have to wait
for lame duck to see any action on it. That's the price you pay to keep a narrow
majority, went the prevailing wisdom. Perhaps because they don't get outside the
beltway often enough, House leaders didn’'t seem to realize that the average
Michigan resident doesn’'t see multimillion-dollar tax giveaways to massive
corporations like GM or Ford as economic development, they see it as corporate
welfare. That old feeling of betrayal was back again as voters watched the months
tick by in 2024 without any significant lawmaking. Then the Dems lost their House
majority in the November election. Now that the legislative session is over, some
House Dems are telling reporters that they felt corporate campaign contributions
had compromised Speaker Tate’s decision-making. Meanwhile, he has formed an
exploratory committee to run for mayor of Detroit.

| write all this to say: We must demand better from our leaders and our
representatives. Yes, the Republican caucus abandoned their jobs and refused to
vote, playing a major role in the meltdown during the last days of the legislative
session, but we can’t blame them for the dysfunction in the Democratic caucus.
Dems had the job of leading the chamber, and we squandered our House majority
yet again as lawmakers seemed to feel more beholden to lobbyists than the
people who elected them to office. Fear of losing the maijority resulted in a
paralysis that all but guaranteed that outcome. This is the power of dark money in
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action. (Trump’s cabinet picks are essentially dark money in human form.) We
have long known that the influence of corporate campaign donations needs to be
dramatically decreased, but the opposite has happened in the years since the
2010 Citizens United Supreme Court decision legalized unlimited corporate
campaign donations while shielding the identities of said donors. There has never
been more dark money sloshing around the halls of power, both in D.C. and
Lansing. And it will continue to corrode our democracy if we don'’t take a strong
stand and do something to stop it.

Ranked-Choice Voting: A Fairer Way to Elect Leaders by Lee

Trucks

Ranked-Choice Voting (RCV) has emerged as a promising alternative to traditional
voting systems in the quest for fairer and more representative elections. Also known as
instant-runoff voting, RCV allows voters to rank candidates in order of preference,
ensuring that the elected

leader has broader support from the electorate. But how exactly does it work, and
what are its benefits?

How Ranked-Choice Voting Works

In a ranked-choice voting system, voters list candidates on their ballots in order of
preference—Ist choice, 2nd choice, 3rd choice, and so on. When the votes are tallied,
several steps unfold:

« First-Round Count: All the first-choice votes are counted. If a candidate receives

more than 50% of these votes, they win outright.

« Elimination and Redistribution: If no candidate surpasses the 50% threshold, the
candidate with the fewest first-choice votes is eliminated. Voters who selected
the eliminated candidate as their first choice have their votes reallocated to
their second-choice candidate.

« Repeat: The process of elimination and redistribution continues until a candidate

receives more than half of the remaining votes.

Benefits of Ranked-Choice Voting
« Promotes Majority Support: By requiring a candidate to gain majority support,
RCV ensures that the winner has wide-reaching appeal, rather than just a
plurality.
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« Reduces Negative Campaigning: Candidates benefit from appealing to a
broader base, including voters who might rank them as a second or third
choice. This dynamic encourages more positive, issue-focused campaigning.

« Encourages Voter Participation: Voters can express their true preferences
without fear of wasting their vote, potentially leading to higher voter turnout
and greater engagement.

« Supports Diversity: RCV can give a platform to smaller parties and independent
candidates, allowing for a more diverse range of voices and ideas.

Challenges and Considerations
While the benefits are compelling, implementing ranked-choice voting comes with its
challenges:

« Complexity and Education: Voters must understand the new system, which may
require significant public education efforts.

« Ballot Design and Counting: The design of RCV ballots and the logistics of
counting votes can be more complex and costly than traditional methods.

« Resistance to Change: As with any significant reform, there is often resistance
from those who benefit from the status quo.

Where is RCV Being Used?

Ranked-choice voting is not just theoretical—it's being used in various elections
around the world. Countries like Australia and Ireland have employed RCV for many
years. In the United States, cities such as San Francisco, Minneapolis, and New York City
have adopted RCV for local elections, and Maine uses it for statewide elections.

The Future of Voting

Ranked-choice voting represents a significant step towards making elections more
democratic and fairer. As more jurisdictions experiment with RCV, its ability to create
more representative outcomes will be tested and, hopefully, validated. By fostering a
political landscape where every vote counts, and candidates must reach beyond their
base, RCV could be the key to a more inclusive and representative democratic
process.

Ranked-Choice Voting in Michigan

Several groups in Michigan are working to promote implementing RCV. The chances
are that there will be a ballot initiative in 2026. You can help by lending your support to
one or more of the groups. Below are links for further information.

Rank MI Vote https://rankmivote.org/

FairVote https://fairvote.org/
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Mark your calendar!

How to participate Contact

The Manistee Creative Alliance, a new group, will hold its
inaugural meeting at The Outsider, 457 River St. in Manistee. The
idea is to create a group of open, welcoming, creative people
who want to build power through collaboration. If you're an
artist, it's an opportunity to share your work. If you're a member
of the Manistee community, it's an opportunity to have fun and
meet new people. The hope is that by building this group now, it
will give us a leg up on organizing ahead of the next election
cycle. More: https://www.facebook.com/share/1EeUsxhbNC/

Nathan
Markham

January
11

The Manistee County Democratic Party is holding its annual
strategic planning meeting. All are encouraged to attend this
session, where we'll be joined by professional facilitator
Meaghan Kennedy, from 10am to noon at West Shore
Community College in Manistee.

January
11

The Feeding America mobile food pantry will stop at First
Baptist Church of Manistee, 1201 Lakeshore Dr., from 10-11 am.
We are always looking for volunteers to help out at this event.

January
22
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