2025 NSPRA Golden Achievement Award Entry
NON-HOMESTEAD MILLAGE RENEWAL CAMPAIGN

The Non-Homestead Operating Millage is a critical funding source for Hemlock Public School District, generating
approximately $1.8 million annually to maintain essential programs. This tax applies only to businesses and second
homes, not primary residences. While the millage does not impact homeowners, state law requires a district-wide
vote for renewal. Voters last approved this measure in 2022, and the district sought a 10-year renewal in 2024. Without
this funding, there would be no alternative source to replace it. Despite a well-executed initial campaign, the
February 27, 2024, vote did not pass, necessitating a revised approach for the second attempt on August 6, 2024.

RESEARCH

The Non-Homestead Operating Millage is critical for Hemlock Public School District's operations, as these funds
cannot be replaced by other sources. Prior o launching the campaign, we assessed past voter engagement and
community awareness through both qualitative and quantitative data.

Key findings included:

e Voter history — The last millage renewal was approved in 2022, yet turnout remained low in previous elections.

¢ Community misconceptions — Many residents misunderstood the millage’s purpose, assuming it impacted
homeowners.

¢ Social media engagement - Initial posts received little to no engagement, while later posts, particularly near the
vote, generated increased engagement. However, much of this engagement was negative, with community
members voicing frustrations over taxation and inflation.

¢ Financial confusion — The district was simultaneously engaged in construction projects, leading to
misunderstandings about how school finances are structured and how the millage renewal was unrelated to
bond-funded projects.

¢ Divided sentiment - Many opposed the measure due to economic concerns, skepfticism about school funding, or
a general resistance to perceived tax increases.

Recognizing these challenges, we sought o clarify financial information and reach disengaged voters in new ways.

PLANNING

Given our research insights, we developed a strategic, multi-channel approach to ensure widespread awareness of
the initial vote on February 27, 2024.

Our goals were:
¢ Inform the community about the purpose and impact of the renewal.
¢ Clarify misconceptions (e.g., not a homeowner tax, necessary for operations).

¢ Encourage community members to educate themselves and vote.

Our communication plan included:

e Weekly social media posts featuring the date and facts-at-a-glance in the months leading up to the vote.

¢ A dedicated Huskie Pack Podcast episode exploring the basics of the vote and school finance.

e A pressrelease to local media.

e A featured article on our website.

¢ An email overview to parents the day before the vote.

e An Over-The-Shoulder (OTS) video interview with our Superintendent and Business Office Specialist explaining the
basics.

e Aseries of Donuts with Don + Anna informational meetings to demystify school finance.

¢ A dedicated website landing page with millage FAQs.

e Aninterview on ABC12 with journalist Sheryl Coonan.



https://www.facebook.com/hemlockpublicschooldistrict/posts/pfbid0xUJvgZbNSzQWbcrr1gFM3iYUqsiC4rDEX7KcuVetRyPimyefxsyjZfPoafMuFeNDl
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/19rRdiDjXp/
https://www.hemlockps.com/article/1693559
https://fb.watch/y8hTtbATel/
https://www.facebook.com/hemlockpublicschooldistrict/posts/pfbid02mPVfynr3kseGCsdiYiBK9iwGpYkJCFAaDNmY8traSkob4xWb8SWoqe5HHeb8KhwBl

IMPLENTATION

The campaign launched on December 13, 2023, and ran for fen weeks leading up to the February 27th vote.
Despite consistent messaging, the vote did not pass. Upon review, we discovered key areas for improvement:

¢ Engagement gaps - Some community members and even staff remained unaware of the vofte.

¢ Negadtive traction - Social media engagement was driven by frustration over taxes and inflation.

¢ Financial misunderstandings — Conversations in comment sections made it clear that residents confused millage
funding with ongoing bond-funded construction.

Determined to refine our strategy for the second attempt on August 6, 2024, we made key adjustments:

* Revamped visual assets by replacing aerial and landscape photography with student-focused imagery in every
campaign piece. Instead of showcasing drone photos of our district, we ensured that every visual prominently
featured the faces of our students, emphasizing that this millage renewal was about investing in their education
and future. This shift in strategy created a stronger emotional connection with the community, reinforcing the
direct impact of the millage renewal.

¢ Enhanced financial messaging by launching the Donuts with Don + Anna meetings, simplifying school finance
concepts for the public. A key focus of these sessions was distinguishing between operational funds—like those
supporfed by the millage renewal—and bond-funded construction projects. Many community members
expressed confusion, believing that the funds for new gymnasium and performing arts construction were
inferchangeable with operational dollars. Through clear and concise presentations, we educated voters on how
bond funds are legally restricted to facility improvements, whereas the non-homestead millage strictly supports
daily operations, staffing, and student programes. This clarification was essential in addressing concerns and
reinforcing the necessity of the millage renewal.

¢ Expanded community outreach by engaging senior citizen groups through in-person presentations and

informational materials tailored to their concerns about school funding. Additionally, we participated in a live

radio interview with 106.3 The Core, using the platform to clarify funding differences and answer frequently
asked questions about the millage renewal.

Broadened communication methods by incorporatfing a print mailer sent home with students, ensuring parents

received a tangible reminder of the vote. We also leveraged a district-wide text message on voting day, a

method reserved for critical communications, to prompt voter participation at a crucial moment.

¢ Personadlized outreach - Building principals sent handwritten postcards to in-district, voter-registered parents,

ensuring that every parent of our just over 1,200 students had a personalized touch-point about this mission-
critical vote. This direct engagement reinforced the importance of the millage renewal and helped address any
lingering questions or misconceptions.

EVALUATION

The revised strategy led to a successful passage of the Non-Homestead Millage Renewal on August 6, 2024.

Key outcomes included:

¢ Increased voter turnout — A measurable rise in participation compared to February, including a notable increase
in district staff members showing up to vote, reinforcing the internal commitment to the millage renewal's success.

* Higher engagement - Social media engagement increased significantly with student-centered visuals. For
instance, a Facebook post shared the day before the August é6th vote reached 2,867 people, with 16 shares. In
comparison, a post shared before the February 27th vote reached just 668 people, and was shared twice. Social
media posts with student-centered visuals saw significantly more positive interaction.

¢ Improved public understanding — Negative comments about taxation and inflation declined considerably as
financial messaging became clearer.

Our ability to pivot, refine, and enhance our campaign played a crucial role in this success. By emphasizing student
representation, diversifying communication channels, and utilizing direct messaging, we ensured our community had
the information necessary to make an informed decision at the polls. In celebration, we released a fun ‘Thank You'’
video to our community, featuring thank yous from all the people impacted by the important passing of this vote.


https://www.facebook.com/hemlockpublicschooldistrict/posts/pfbid029YuH74TGyR2myVK9WT8g25BjYffScHdYxWTCCc9Pi7NRCynxQJgYdisaJCHwRpnUl
https://www.facebook.com/hemlockpublicschooldistrict/posts/pfbid0WS9mpqUj7WWsQwVxMdmDsyS3WB47mSfixJscMqAxZEEJw7Fj3izXsdc2xN2TwqUZl
https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1R4VkmuoLN/
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rieadlee Overrides
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+ A Headlee Override involves asking the voters to approve
raising the millage rate to its oniginal rate
» What does this look like with the proposal?
Given the proposal's language, the 0.25 Headlee Ovenide that is being
requested (the increase) would allow the school district to still collect 18,0000 mills
even if property values rose 1o the point of reducing the millage to 17,6886 mills
This is not an attempt to gain mere, it's just an attempt to remain whole

MILLACE AFTER + HEADLEE — ALL 18,0000
HEADLEE OVERRIDE MILLS
ROULBACK

b ‘Where does the
18 mills go???

The non-homestead operating millage
( goes directly to the General Fund

General Fund nking Fund Capital Projects Bond
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THIS FINANCE PRESENTATION WAS GIVEN LIVE,
AND SHARED AS BOTH A PODCAST AND A VIDEO

What Every
Taxpayer
Should

Know
[« sogimars Guido]

Again, the most that can ever be levied

Is 18.0000 mills. Voters could approve an

increase of 2,700.0000 mills for this

proposal, and the most that can
ever be levied is 18.0000 mills

So Why Ask For More?

This is an aftempt to
mitigate a Headlee Rollback

‘What can you find in the district’s
transparency reporting?

= Original budget for the fiscal year

« Any amended budgets for the fiscal year
« Current personnel expenditures

= Current operating expenditures

= Current bargaining agreements

+ Audited financial statements

* And more .
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