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Grand Rapids city officials said talks 
of potential layoffs, furloughs and ser-
vice cuts are off the table now that they’ll 
receive an estimated $94 million in fed-
eral relief funding.

“We’re all breathing a sigh of relief,” 
said Molly Clarin, the city’s chief finan-
cial officer. 

“We were heading into another budget 
and we were digging into reserves and we 
were going to have to start making those 
decisions: service rollbacks or staff reduc-
tions, either through a furlough or layoffs 
or something like that. Those things were 
definitely on the table.”

The estimated $94 million coming 
to Grand Rapids is the city’s share of  
$4.4 billion in federal funding headed to 
cities, townships, villages and counties 
across Michigan, thanks to the recent 
federal stimulus package. That same 
package is responsible for individuals’ 
$1,400 stimulus checks.

Before the assurance of millions of dol-
lars in federal relief, city staff were draft-
ing their spending plan for fiscal year 
2022, which begins July 1, with an esti-
mated $15 million to $20 million short-
fall in income tax revenues last year and 
no way to plug those losses except by dip-
ping into savings or making cuts and 
other adjustments.

Clarin said city staff never detailed an 
exact number of staffing cuts or days of 
furlough needed to offset the shortfall. 

However, they did run through cer-
tain scenarios, such as how much could 
be saved if some employees worked one 
less day a week or how much could safely 
be cut from certain department fund bal-
ances.

Without cuts or relief money, the 
income tax shortfall would cause the 
city to expend its reserves and be in a  
$6.5 million deficit by fiscal year 2024, 
Clarin said.

That projection also includes esti-
mates that it will take four to five years 
for income tax revenues to return to nor-
mal, creating a $45 million funding gap 
at current levels of city service over that 
time.

With a slow return of income tax rev-
enues in mind, city leaders are being 
cautious on placing extra expenditures, 
especially longer-term ones, into the 
upcoming budget proposal. 

City staff will present the draft fiscal 
year 2022 budget to the Grand Rapids 
City Commission in late April.

“We’re planning on a continuation 
budget where we’re not going to reduce 
any service levels we provide to the com-
munity but also we won’t be program-
ming anything that has a long-term 
cost,” Clarin said, “because we still have 
to figure out the long-term problem, 
which is income tax — this withhold-
ing issue from our non-residents — and  
also the impact that unemployment and 
business closures have had on our tax 
base.”

About half of the $94 million in fed-
eral funding will help address the city’s 
income tax problem. 

Portions of the other half, Clarin said,
SEE FUNDS, A4
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Relief helps city 
avoid layoffs, 
service cuts

Expert tips to 
refresh, renovate 
your home.   L1

In this screenshot from a live session on YouTube, Saginaw County Circuit Judge Darnell Jackson presides over a murder trial in the 
spacious Red Room at the Dow Event Center in Saginaw on March 3.

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Juries return to new 
order in the court

John Agar     jagar@mlive.com

For nearly two years, Rob Jamerson has 
waited for justice in the shooting death 
of his daughter, Leea, 20, at a Saginaw 
County house party.

She’s never far from his thoughts. When 
an old photo of the two recently popped up 
on Facebook Memories, he was overcome 
by grief.

The suspect, Shaquille Harris, 28, who 
was arrested in Texas five weeks after the 
slaying on April 28, 2019, has a trial set for 
May – more than two years later.

Jamerson said he just wants justice.
“We’re tired of waiting. Tired of wait-

ing.”
He’s far from alone.
Since the onset of the COVID-19 pan-

demic, most jury trials have been on hold. 
In some circuits, the backlog is expected 

to take years to clear.
In Jackson County, 12 murder cases 

involving 18 defendants are delayed. That 
is about three times the usual caseload.

In Kent County, 950 criminal cases are 
awaiting action.

In Washtenaw County, a man arrested 
in 2017 remains in jail for his trial in the 
death of a 19-year-old.

Now, as the pandemic appears to be eas-
ing and vaccines are getting out there, jury 
trials are slowly starting to resume.

State administrators set guidelines for 
reopening, taking into account local posi-
tive test rates and cases per million.

Local courts are working with health 
officials to implement safety protocols.

Saginaw County restarted this month, 
using the Dow Event Center. It was at 3.6% 
in positive tests, well under a 5% thresh-
old, and at 56 cases per million, lower than 
the 70 in the guidelines.

CONCERNS ALL AROUND
The long delay has affected all parties.
For victims’ families, there’s a lack of 

closure. For suspects, the concern is some 
could be innocent. For the attorneys, 
there’s worry about what it will do to their 
cases.

Prosecutors have tried to reach deals, 
but defendants, especially those who are 
out on bond, aren’t rushing to court for 
guilty pleas.

Some think — wishfully, the prosecu-
tors say — the deal’s going to get better the 
longer they wait.

Meanwhile, some of the accused, 
including dozens of murder suspects, are 
being held, even as COVID-19 has a greater 
chance of spreading in confined spaces.

And there are concerns about witnesses 
who may already be reluctant to testify. 
Prosecutors have to keep in touch with 
them.

The prosecutors also have to be con-
cerned about young victims of sexual 
abuse having to testify after the long wait.

When everything changed: It’s been a long haul for all touched by  
the criminal justice system. It could take years to clear the backlog. 

There’s more to come

In the days ahead, our series “When Every-
thing Changed” will continue to look back and 
to look ahead on how the pandemic altered 
our lives and lifestyles. 

Next up: Precautions in the courtroom

Time weighs heavily on friends and fam-
ily as the trial of a man accused of killing 
Leea Jamerson in 2019 has been delayed 
during the pandemic.   Submitted photo
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More inside

Kent, Ottawa County courts look at an April 
start date for backlogged jury trials.  A5

• Accommodations 
(standard room only with the option for a paid Lakeview upgrade)

• Breakfast and dinner daily
• Complimentary golf greens fees 

(cart fee required – $30 per person, per 9 holes)
• Complimentary admission to Fort Mackinac (1 admission per 

reservation)
• 25% off lunch at any Grand Hotel restaurant
• Special discount on ferry tickets
• No tipping within Grand Hotel

CELEBRATE MICHIGAN PACKAGE
O U R  L O W E S T  R  AT E S  S TA R T  I N G  I N  M AY !

PACKAGE INCLUDES: 

to reserve call  +1-855-885-4107

New bookings only. Limit two rooms per guest.  

L I M I T E D  T I M E  O F F E R

Rates  starting at  $212
per  person ,  per  n ight

9891067-09


