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State: Drick Speech May Have Broken Campaign Law
The head of the Livingston County Commission may have violated campaign finance laws when he attacked his primary opponent during a commission meeting, the Bureau of Elections has determined.

The bureau notified Jay Drick Wednesday that it is beginning the informal process of resolving the matter and that if that fails, the case could be referred to the Michigan Attorney General’s office for prosecution. 

“This ruling is a small step toward making sure public officials don’t user taxpayer-funds to run for re-election. Those who hold office shouldn’t be able to attack their opponents while boasting about their own qualifications in public meetings held in public buildings paid for by taxpayers. There are plenty of chances to do that on the campaign trail,” said Judy Daubenmier, chair of the Livingston County Democratic Party.

“Although the opponent attacked in this case was a Republican and not a Democrat, it’s still important to make sure the playing field is level for everyone who runs for office.”
Michigan law bars the use of public resources for making a campaign contribution or expenditure, defined as anything of “ascertainable monetary value.” Daubenmier had filed a complaint after Drick criticized the qualifications of his primary opponent, Republican Heather Williams, during the second call to the public during a July 22 commission meeting. The meeting was in the commission chambers and broadcast on the county’s Zoom account, all paid for by taxpayers.
In his remarks, Drick criticized Williams for having lived in the county for only four years and lacking the expertise needed to serve on the commission. He said filings in federal bankruptcy court showed she had $358,000 in unsecured debts that she failed to repay. “That’s 358,000 reasons not to let her anywhere near our county budget or borrowing,” he said. Drick went on to lay out his own experience and qualifications. 

“That is the essence of campaigning,” Daubenmier wrote in her complaint with the bureau.

Drick had argued that he had a First Amendment right to make the statements during the meeting. The bureau said its previous rulings have made it clear that elected officials may discuss issues in an objective manner, but they may not use public funds to ask voters to support or oppose a particular candidate or ballot proposal.

“These restrictions do not infringe on a public officials freedom of speech, but ensure that public resources aren’t unfairly utilized to amplify the speech of public officials over the public,” the ruling said.

It also found that Drick’s speech during the first call to the public was permissible because it addressed board policies and budgeting decisions. But “Chairman Drick’s second ‘public comment’ from his position as chairman were directed at his opponent and criticizing their qualifications for public office and were outside of the scope of the exemption in MCL 169.257(1)(a),” the ruling said.

It said that that Bureau of Elections found “there may be reason to believe that Chairman Drick’s second public comment may have violated the (Michigan Campaign Finance) Act” and that the bureau was beginning the informal resolution process. If the Secretary of State cannot make sure the violation is corrected or to prevent further violation by informal methods, the matter can be referred to the attorney general for enforcement of any criminal penalties or hold a hearing for enforcement of any civil violations.

A person who knowingly violates the campaign finance law is guilty of a misdemeanor and can be fined up to $20,000 or a fine equal to the amount of the improper expenditure, whichever is greater.
The ruling, signed by regulatory attorney James Biehl, gave Drick until May 2, 2025, to contact the bureau to discuss a resolution. 

Drick defeated Williams in the August 6 Republican primary and won re-election on Nov. 5 over Democrat Paul Giessner. He represents County Commission District 5, which includes Marion Township and the city of Howell.
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