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DEAR FRIENDS AND COLLEAGUES,
I am pleased to present this Advocacy Report on the 100th 
Michigan Legislature that chronicles Michigan Catholic 
Conference’s advocacy efforts during the 2019–2020 legisla-
tive session. Incorporating the framework of MCC’s guiding 
advocacy document, A Blueprint for the Common Good, this 
report is divided into nine overarching categories: Human 
Life and Dignity; Preferential Option for the Poor and Reg-
ulatory Policies; Religious Liberty; Education; Children and 
Families; Health Care; Restorative Justice; Immigration and 
Refugees; and Care for Creation.

Over the past two years, the Conference has worked 
diligently with lawmakers and legislative staff of both po-
litical parties to advance the common good. Staff carefully 
reviewed hundreds of bills, examining the impact that each 
would have on the dignity of the human person and the 
needs of the vulnerable. MCC provided testimony before 
House and Senate committees, conducted polling on key 
issues, offered lawmakers relevant data to enhance their un-
derstanding of various measures, worked to build advocacy 
coalitions, and shared the Church’s perspective on policy is-
sues at press conferences and in encounters with the media.

While the 2019–2020 legislative session brought forth 
challenges—especially in the wake of ongoing social un-
rest, an acrimonious election cycle, and the COVID-19 pan-
demic—the Conference celebrates many achievements for 
Michiganders. This Advocacy Report not only highlights 
these critical successes but also provides a historical record 
that will inform advocacy during future legislative sessions.

Michigan Catholic Conference appreciates the encour-
agement, support, prayers, and advocacy of its episcopal 
leadership, diocesan clergy, men and women religious, and 
lay leaders, which helped MCC’s efforts to be successful and 
faithful to the values of our Catholic faith.

With deep appreciation for your interest, support, and 
guidance, I am,

Paul A. Long 
President and CEO
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HUMAN LIFE 
& DIGNITY
The Catholic Church recognizes and teaches that a person’s value is inher-
ent, a gift from God, and not determined by characteristics such as “age, 
education, income, or productivity.”1 During the 2019–2020 state legislative 
session, Michigan Catholic Conference sought to identity and act where 
policies that impact human dignity were the subject of legislative debate.
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Highlights

Wins for Human Life and Dignity
• Public Act 177 of 2019 established a Suicide 

Prevention Commission to research the causes 
of suicide and to present recommendations for 
addressing risk factors (SB 228.)

• House Resolution 23 of 2019 emphasized the 
need to preserve legal protection for the un-
born and recognized that abortion is a tragic 
loss of life.

• House Resolution 123 of 2019 encouraged 
Congress to establish and fund programs that 
support positive health practices for minori-
ty mothers.

• Public Act 209 of 2020 waived the fee for families 
seeking a certificate of stillbirth, which helps in 
the process of claiming a state tax exemption for 
expenses associated with their loss (HB 5289.)

• House Resolution 317 of 2020 recognized the 
sadness caused by the loss of a pregnancy.

• State budget language required school dis-
tricts to have a disciplinary policy for staff who 
refer students for abortions (2019–2020 and 
2020–2021.)

Featured Action

Petition Drive to Ban 
Dismemberment Abortion
The Michigan Legislature spent several months consid-
ering bills that would ban dismemberment abortion, a 
procedure used in the second trimester of pregnancy 
that brutally ends the life of an unborn baby  pregnancy 
(HBs 4320–4321 and SBs 229–230). While MCC testi-
fied on behalf of the measures, the pro-life community 
turned its attention toward an initiated position after 
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Governor Gretchen Whitmer announced she would veto 
any pro-life legislation. An initiative petition gathers a nec-
essary number of signatures from registered Michigan voters 
to submit language before the Legislature, without requir-
ing approval of the governor to become law. In June 2019, 
MCC joined Michigan Right to Life and other pro-life orga-
nizations  to announce the Michigan Values Life initiative. 
To support the effort, staff created promotional resources 
for use in dioceses and parishes, coordinated action with di-
ocesan staff, promoted the petition drive through the news 
media, and staffed local petition drives. Sadly, the initiative 
fell short  during the certification process. One unnecessary 
challenge to the success of the petition drive  was a compet-
ing petition drive from a new organization called the Mich-
igan Heartbeat Coalition, which sought to outlaw abortion 
when a heartbeat is detected. The effort did not have the 
support of Michigan Catholic Conference or the Michi-
gan bishops; the initiative would have liberalized abortion 
in the state since existing Michigan statute prohibits the 
procedure.2

Featured Action

State Budget Support for Mothers
After years of MCC advocacy that began  in 2013, the Michi-
gan Legislature included an appropriation in the state bud-
get to assist women (and their children) in crisis or unex-
pected pregnancies, provided the funds were not used to 
promote or discuss abortion.  Through the Michigan Preg-
nancy and Parenting Support Services Program, women re-
ceived counseling, parenting classes, adoption information, 
referrals for pre- and post-natal care, and material items for 
herself and her child, all at no cost. While the budget item 
enjoyed wide legislative support, MCC understood Governor 
Gretchen Whitmer’s pro-abortion views could lead to a veto 
of the funding.  In 2019, staff engaged in a statewide earned 
media effort to highlight real stories of women helped by 
the program and encouraged the public to advocate for its 
inclusion in the final law.3 Unfortunately, while MCC was 
awarded for its communications effort, Governor Gretchen 
Whitmer indeed vetoed the funding in both budget cycles 
this session. Going forward, MCC maintains its commitment 
to assist  pregnant women in need and is currently exploring 
budget alternatives that could support  vulnerable women 
and their children.

Left: Rebecca Mastee, JD of MCC spoke at a press conference 
with pro-life groups about the brutal nature of the dismember-
ment procedure, sharing that “women deserve better.”
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Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Human Life and Dignity

MCC supported legislation that recognizes the worth of ev-
ery person, protects against threats to human dignity, and 
aids the vulnerable. The policy process brought forward im-
portant discussions on these topics, and although they did 
not become law, MCC advocated for bills to:

• Protect vulnerable and elder adults from abuse or 
exploitation (HBs 4076, 4254–4260, 4265 and SBs 
108–109, 412–413.)

• Regulate abortion in several ways, including by adding 
more state abortion reporting, requiring the distribu-
tion of information about abortion reversal to women 

prescribed the abortion pill, and encouraging passage 
of provisions to protect those born alive after abor-
tion. No hearings were held, but MCC was prepared to 
support each of these measures (HBs 4322, 4416–4417, 
5374; SBs 165–166; and SR 27 of 2019.)

Additionally, MCC stood ready to oppose unsuccessful 
legislation that would:

• Remove Michigan’s prohibition against abortion; ex-
plicitly name contraception, sterilization, and abortion 
as fundamental rights; and repeal existing abortion reg-
ulations that MCC helped put in place. No hearing was 
held, but MCC was prepared to testify against the bills 
(HBs 4113–4116, 5179–5185 and SBs 50–53, 622–628.) 100
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PREFERENTIAL 
OPTION FOR 
THE POOR & 
REGULATORY 
POLICIES
Good public policy is made when “engaging the voices and needs of the 
poor and vulnerable” in legislative discussions.4 Throughout the past two 
years, MCC worked on a variety of critical state policies to highlight the 
needs of the poor and to uplift low-income Michiganders.
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Highlights

Wins for Low-income Michiganders
• MCC helped defeat a measure that would have 

expanded predatory lending practices in the 
state (HB 5097.)

See “Featured Action: Opposition to Payday 
Lending Expansion” to learn more.

• Public Act 392 of 2020 revoked the law prohibit-
ing individuals with multiple drug felonies from 
receiving federal food assistance (SB 1006.)

• The state budget included funding for runaway 
and homeless youth programs, emergency 
homeless shelters, and the annual clothing al-
lowance for low-income children (2019–2020 and 
2020–2021.)

• Lawmakers maintained Heat and Eat appro-
priations, which utilizes low-income energy 
assistance to help needy individuals qualify for 
additional federal food assistance (2019–2020 
and 2020–2021.)

Featured Action

Opposition to Payday 
Lending Expansion
Michigan Catholic Conference dedicated significant 
energy to fighting efforts to expand payday lending 
in Michigan. More specifically, the bill would have al-
lowed payday lenders to offer loans of up to $2,500 from 
the current $600 limit (HB 5097.) The legislation did 
not provide adequate consumer protections and would 
have charged interest on loans at an unreasonable 132 
percent annual rate. Members of the Catholic Advocacy 
Network sent over 1,150 email messages to lawmakers 
opposing the bill at key points in the policy process. In 
addition to dedicating the March 2020 The Word from 
Lansing column for Catholic papers to the topic, MCC 
also distributed a brief for Michigan senators on alter-
natives to payday lending to demonstrate other options 
existed that would not bring residents into crippling 
debt.5 Additionally, MCC composed an op/ed column 
for The Detroit News, which also saw on its news side 
an extensive report about campaign donations to legis-
lators from out-of-state payday lenders.  Due to efforts 
from MCC, other low-income advocates, and members 
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of the credit union community, numerous senators from 
both parties urged leadership not to bring the bill up for 
a vote in the Senate Regulatory Reform Committee. Thus, 
a national effort to expand payday lending Michigan was 
defeated as the session ended

Featured Action

Press Conference in 
Support of State EITC
In June 2019, MCC hosted a press conference with a broad 
coalition of groups to speak to the importance of the state 

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC.) The state EITC is a re-
fundable credit available to low-income workers, offsetting 
much or all of their payroll taxes. Specifically, the coalition 
urged legislators to support restoring the state EITC from 
six percent of the federal credit back up to twelve percent 
(HB 4324.) Hundreds of citizens across the state watched 
the Facebook Live event. Staff also dedicated its December 
2019 focus publication, Advocacy on Behalf of Those in Need, 
to the state EITC and other policies that benefit the poor, as 
well as its September column of The Word from Lansing.6,7 
While the state EITC was not restored, this session’s advocacy 
brought together a strong coalition of interested stakehold-
ers, which will be helpful for future advocacy efforts.

23,000  
COPIES DISTRIBUTED

115  
DOWNLOADS

338  
FACEBOOK REACH  
with 17 engagements

675  
TWITTER IMPRESSIONS 

with 5 engagements

to basic needs: food, clothing, shelter, and health care. One 
policy that helps to protect basic needs and provide relief to 
low-income workers is the state Earned Income Tax Cred-
it (EITC). Modeled after the federal version passed in 1975, 
the state EITC is a refundable credit available to those who 
are currently employed, offsetting much or all of their pay-
roll taxes.

The state EITC recognizes that hardworking Michigan-
ders often make tough choices to provide for themselves or 
their families. For those who struggle to bring home a pay-
check from a low-wage job, for example, the choice may be 
between another trip to the store for groceries or a new out-
fit for a child starting school, between paying for a car repair 
or assisting with the month’s utility bills. The federal and 
state EITC do not eliminate the expenses families face, but 
they do help those expenses become a little more affordable.

Public policies such as the Earned Income Tax Credit are 
a great source of encouragement and hope. They reward re-
sponsibility and hard work while lifting a significant num-
ber of individuals out of poverty. This focus will examine a 
history of the state EITC, its benefit for Michigan workers 
and communities, and reasons why the credit should be in-
creased to provide greater support for those in need. ■

Making ends meet each month can be a challenging task for 
thousands of Michigan families. Between regular expenses 
such as rent, utilities, food, clothing, childcare, and repairs, 
the obligation of monthly bills can create hardship. For 
many individuals and those with families, a consistent pay-
check may not cover all the monthly costs, thereby creating 
a source of anxiety and stress, especially if emergencies or 
unexpected bills arise.

While personal circumstances and sources of employ-
ment vary, Michiganders strive daily to provide for them-
selves and their loved ones. Regardless of how much a per-
son earns or achieves, every person is deserving of respect 
and support. As people of faith, recognizing the inherent 
dignity in every person—whether a fellow community 
member, neighbor, family member, friend, or stranger—
should be more than a nice soundbite; it must be lived in 
everyday encounters.

For Michigan Catholic Conference (MCC), the official 
public policy voice of the Catholic Church in this state, 
advocacy is one way to recognize the value each person 
embodies. MCC carries out this work within the sphere of 
state government, advocating for all people to have access 

A D V O C A C Y  O N  B E H A L F  O F  

Those  
in Need
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MCC's Tom Hickson and other stakeholders highlighted the benefits of the state EITC for low-income workers.



Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Preferential Option for the Poor

MCC advocated for a variety of measures that recognize the 
challenges low-income Michiganders endure and encour-
aged support for organizations that serve or work with them. 
Although they did not become law this session, MCC also 
supported bills to:

• Prohibit payday lenders from charging service fees 
over a thirty-six annual percentage rate, which would 
provide some protection for borrowers (HB 4251.)

• Allow for the creation of “microgrids” by municipally 
owned electric utilities, electric utilities, and private 
entities, which would allow critical institutions such as 
hospitals and public safety facilities to maintain power 
during an outage (HB 4477.)

• Allow for a nonrefundable tax credit for contributions 
to food banks, food kitchens, or homeless shelters 
(HB 6162.)

MCC opposed legislation that would have:

• Eliminated all gun free zones in Michigan, except 
schools, and allowed open or concealed carry of fire-
arms in places such as childcare centers, sports arenas, 
bars and taverns, hospitals, and churches and church 
owned properties (HBs 4770–4771.) 100

Right: Tom Hickson, Michigan Catholic Conference; Repre-
sentative Angela Whitwer (D-Lansing); and Dr. Phil Knight, 
Food Bank Council testified on behalf of HB 6162 during the 
legislative process. Photo by Rep. Angela Whitwer’s office.
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RELIGIOUS 
LIBERTY
During the 2019–2020 session, the protection of religious freedom received 
more attention in the courts than in the legislative arena. Whenever possi-
ble, Michigan Catholic Conference sought to highlight the rights of religious 
people and organizations to operate according to their faith principles in 
the public realm. Staff frequently shared information about significant judi-
cial cases taking place during the past two years with a Catholic audience.
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Highlights

Wins for Religious Liberty
• House Resolution 302 of 2020 de-

clared September 24, 2020 as a Day 
of Prayer, Fasting, and Humiliation 
across the state.

Featured Action

“Decline to Sign” Fair and 
Equal Ballot Proposal
In January 2020, a group called Fair and Equal Michigan formed to 
amend the state’s Elliott-Larsen Civil Rights Act through citizen-ini-
tiated legislation, or a petition drive. The petition language would 
create a new definition of “sex” to include gender identity and sexual 
orientation and would impose a restrictive definition for “religion” 
in state law. After reviewing the proposal, MCC prepared materials to 
share with parishes about its harmful aspects, including a statewide 
bulletin announcement and an informational summary of Church 
ministries and activities that would be negatively impacted. In the 
materials, MCC asked churches to encourage parishioners to “decline 
to sign” the proposal. The group originally had until May 27, 2020 
to submit over 340,000 signatures to the State Board of Canvassers 
for certification. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and a legal 
challenge in the Michigan Court of Claims, the deadline was extend-
ed. In October 2020, the group submitted 480,000 signatures and 
announced its plans to place the measure on the 2022 statewide bal-
lot if the proposal was not supported or voted on by the legislature.  
Additionally, while no hearings were held, MCC planned to oppose 
legislation that sought the same policy as the petition drive   (HB 
4688 and SB 315.)
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Featured Action

Catholic Charities Focus
In Michigan, the Department of Health and Human Services 
(DHHS) collaborates with public and private agencies to carry 
out placement services for the state’s most vulnerable chil-
dren. Michigan’s longstanding agency partnerships and diver-
sity in providers have helped attract new foster and adoptive 
families for decades. However, in response to a lawsuit against 
DHHS, Attorney General Dana Nessel and the American Civil 
Liberties Union of Michigan created a new policy in 2019 re-
quiring DHHS to end state contracts with agencies who refuse 
to violate their beliefs about marriage and family, including 
Catholic agencies.8 Michigan Catholic Conference issued a 

focus publication in August 2019, Catholic Charities—Unit-
ing Children With Loving Families, outlining why the state’s 
new rule was harmful both to religious liberty rights and the 
opportunity to move more children out of the foster system. 
The publication also shared the significant contributions of 
faith-based agencies in the child placement realm.9 The law-
suit challenging the policy, Buck v. Gordon, is on hold in fed-
eral court as the U.S. Supreme Court is slated to issue a ruling 
in June 2021 regarding a similar case in Philadelphia regard-
ing the provision of adoption and foster care services by faith-
based providers. MCC was also prepared to oppose legislation 
that would have removed Michigan’s conscience protections 
for faith-based child placement agencies, however no hearing 
was held to advance the measures (HBs 4469–4472.) 100

50,600  
COPIES DISTRIBUTED

872  
DOWNLOADS

2,989  
FACEBOOK REACH  

with 264 engagements

2,537  
TWITTER IMPRESSIONS 

with 38 engagements

Catholic Charities
Uniting Children with Loving Families

“When it is necessary for a child in this state to be placed with an 
adoptive or foster family, placing the child in a safe, loving, and 

supportive home is a paramount goal of this state.” —MCL 722.124e

Throughout Catholic teaching, caring for orphans and 
vulnerable children is a consistent theme. Foster care and 
adoption are two critical vehicles for putting that teaching 
into action, vehicles that Catholics and Catholic institu-
tions have long championed. In speaking about adoption, St. 
Pope John Paul II called it “a great work of love,” as well as 

“a true exchange of gifts.”1 More recently, Pope Francis reit-
erated that for “those who live in the peripheries,” including 
children who have felt rejection or who have faced difficult 
family circumstances, “we must offer the best we have.”2

Within Michigan, “the best we have” is a constant neces-
sity for child placement services. Prior to placement in the 
state’s foster care system, many children have faced trauma, 
abuse, or neglect. Other have struggled with special needs 
or the devastating consequences of the opioid epidemic 
on families. In order to support these children, the State of 
Michigan partners with a diverse range of agencies, includ-
ing those that are faith-based. When family reunification is 
not possible, these organizations also connect children to 
new, safe, and love-filled homes.3,4

Michigan’s diversity in the field of child placement has 
helped attract new foster and adoptive families, which ulti-
mately results in more loving homes for children. The system 
acknowledges that prospective parents are not looking for 
a “one-size-fits-all” approach when considering foster care 

and adoption services. Some birth, foster, and adoptive par-
ents seek an agency that shares their religious values. Other 
parents consider factors such as geography, specialized ser-
vices offered, or staff experience. The Michigan Department 
of Health and Human Services (DHHS) has long recognized 
that the “unique partnership between public and private 
agencies for adoption planning and placement of foster chil-
dren” contributes to the state’s success in these areas.5

Unfortunately, a new policy crafted in March 2019 be-
tween Michigan’s attorney general and the ACLU would 
require DHHS to end state contracts with agencies who re-
fuse to violate their beliefs about marriage and family.6 The 
policy stems from a lawsuit (Dumont v. Lyon) against DHHS, 
which falsely alleges that the religious principles of faith-
based organizations are discriminatory and thus disquali-
fy their partnership with the State. Rather than benefiting 
vulnerable children, this change will likely have long-term 
consequences that negatively impact the important work of 
placing children in suitable homes. This focus delves into 
current challenges facing faith-based child placement pro-
grams, the agencies’ responses, and the critical role of the 
faith community in child welfare services. ■

Foster Care in Michigan3,4

 ■ Nearly 13,000 kids in foster care
 ■ 300 still need an adoptive family
 ■ 600+ age out of foster care every year

C o n f e r e n c e

Michigan
Catholicfocus

Vol. 47, No. 3, August 2019
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EDUCATIO 
N EDUCATIEDUCATION

Michigan Catholic Conference has consistently supported parents in their 
educational choices and has advocated for strong schools of all types. 
During the 2019–2020 session, staff actively engaged in state budget dis-
cussions with this goal in mind. Additionally, as the COVID-19 pandemic 
hit, MCC spoke often about educational and safety needs of all students, 
stressing that nonpublic schools should be treated no differently than pub-
lic schools regarding state and federal funding.
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Highlights

Wins for Michigan  
Students and Schools
• Public Act 30 of 2019 granted smaller organizations 

greater flexibility in the timeline for making 911 safety 
upgrades, which helps these organizations afford 
and implement the changes (HB 4249.)

• Public Act 45 of 2020 allowed schools to install tem-
porary door barricade devices and required schools 
to notify local law enforcement and fire departments 
before installation (HB 5689.)

• Public Acts 130–131 of 2020 expanded dual en-
rollment opportunities to include classes when a 
student’s high school is not in session, if approved 
by the school (HBs 4546–4547.) Additionally, the 
state budgets passed during this session maintained 
consistent funding for dual enrollment.

• State budget funding provided competitive First 
Robotics grant funding for nonpublic schools 
(2020–2021) and continued funding for shared time 
(2019–2020 and 2020–2021.)

• The Legislature maintained or increased funding for 
the Tuition Incentive Program and the Tuition Grant 

Program, which help low-income persons attend a 
four-year university (2019–2020 and 2020–2021.)

Through events like School Choice Week at the State Capitol 
and testimony during legislative committees, MCC highlighted 
the importance of educational choice.
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Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Education

While the following measures did not become law this year, 
MCC also supported legislation to:

• Provide additional eligibility or flexibility for certain 
educational assistance, to address those impacted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (HBs 6171–6172.)

• Continue reimbursements for nonpublic schools to 
help with costs related to state-mandated health, safety, 
and welfare requirements (2019–2020 and 2020–2021.) 
The Michigan Legislature approved this funding for 
both budget cycles but it was later vetoed by Gover-
nor Whitmer.

See “Featured Action: Mandate 
Funding Lawsuit” to learn more.

Featured Action

Mandate Funding Lawsuit
From 2016 to 2019, the Michigan Legislature approved an 
appropriation that would reimburse nonpublic schools for 
expenses related to some three dozen state health, safety, and 
welfare mandates. These requirements include conducting 
background checks on school personnel, taking attendance, 
and keeping vaccination records, among others. In total, 
$5.25 million has been set aside to fund this policy, howev-
er ongoing litigation regarding the constitutionality of the 
appropriation prevented the Legislature from disbursing 
any funds. In the final days of 2020, the Michigan Supreme 
Court issued a split 3-3 ruling that upheld a 2018 Court of 
Appeals (COA) decision that stated the reimbursement of 
specific mandates was constitutional, provided it was not an 
excessive entanglement with religion and was incidental to 
the operation of a school. The Court of Claims, which ini-
tially ruled the appropriation unconstitutional, must now 
review each mandate to determine if it meets the COA crite-
ria. MCC filed an amicus brief defending the appropriation, 
coordinated additional briefs from members of the Michi-
gan Legislature, Agudath Israel of America, and parents of 
Immaculate Heart of Mary School (Grand Rapids), and the 
First Liberty Institute, and worked with legal counsel that 
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argued in support of the policy before the Michigan Su-
preme Court. It is likely that legal challenges to the appro-
priation will continue in 2021.

Featured Action

Fighting for Equitable  
Access to COVID Funding
Federal lawmakers approved early COVID-19 aid through the 
CARES Act, including funding for public and nonpublic 
school needs. The U.S. Department of Education issued 
an Interim Final Rule (IRF) stating that the funding would 
be distributed based on a school’s total student population, 
as all were impacted by the pandemic. Public officials in 
Michigan initiated a national lawsuit, Michigan vs. DeVos, 
to withhold millions of CARES Act dollars earmarked for 
nonpublic schools, including $16.5 million from Michigan. 
MCC joined a legal brief in federal court opposing the liti-
gation, and over 2,500 of its grassroots advocates contacted 
their federal lawmakers about legislation to clarify nonpub-
lic school use of the funds.

• On September 4, 2020, U.S. District Judge Dabney 
Friedrich ruled in NAACP v. Devos that Secretary 

DeVos lacked the authority to add her own conditions 
on CARES Act funding. The ruling applied nation-
wide and was not appealed.

• On October 9, 2020, the USDE issued a new CARES 
Act guidance, stating that the school district where the 
nonpublic school resides is responsible for allocating 
CARES Act funds based on low-income student rates 
in nonpublic schools.

• In December 2020, Congress and the president 
approved additional relief. Among other aspects, the 
funding helps schools address pandemic expenses such 
as sanitation supplies, personal protective equipment, 
physical barriers, and educational technology. The 
law provides $1.6 billion for Michigan public schools 
and $39 million for the Governor’s Emergency Educa-
tion Relief Fund, a more flexible option for assisting 
public schools, colleges, and universities. Finally, the 
law makes available an additional $87 million for state 
nonpublic schools by request. MCC urged the gover-
nor to formally request the aid, which she has indicat-
ed she will do.  100
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CHILDREN  
& FAMILIE

CHILDREN  
& FAMILIES
Supporting healthy marriages and families and protecting against violence, 
abuse, and other challenges were again major priorities for MCC last legis-
lative session.10 MCC staff kept such goals in mind throughout its legislative 
advocacy and was active in many legislative discussions, especially regard-
ing the protection of children.
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Highlights

Wins for Children and Families
• House Resolutions 198 of 2019 and 326 of 2020 rec-

ognized November as Adoption Awareness Month. 
The resolutions conveyed how adoption is a loving 
option for those facing unplanned pregnancies.

• Michigan kept an annual appropriation for human 
trafficking intervention services and maintained or 
increased per diem rates for private adoption agen-
cies (2019–2020 and 2020–2021.)

• The state budget included increases to programs for 
senior citizens and set up a pilot program to check 
on seniors, especially the isolated or homebound 
(2020–2021.)

• The state budget adopted a requirement that the 
Department of Health and Human Services and the 
Department of Education work with schools on ini-
tiatives that provide education on human trafficking 
and sexual abuse prevention (2020–2021.)

• Public Acts 363–365 of 2020 allowed a parent to 
execute a DNR order on behalf of his or her medically 
frail minor child if certain procedures are followed to 
prevent abuse (HBs 5417–5419.)
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Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Children and Families

Lawmakers discussed several bills to protect children and 
vulnerable adults from abuse, especially in educational and 
medical settings. While the following did not become law 
during the two-year session, Michigan Catholic Conference 
strongly supported legislation to:

• Better protect children with a parent convicted of 
criminal sexual conduct (HB 4074.)

• Expand the list of mandatory reporters of abuse and 
neglect and provide comprehensive training for all on 
the list (HBs 4108, 4376–4377.)

• Lengthen the time required to keep medical records 
on many procedures that involve rectal or vaginal 
penetration; create a pamphlet on proper protocols 
for such procedures; and require implementation of 
these and other safety protocols (HBs 4370–4371 and 
SBs 217–218.)

• Add penalties to hold abusers accountable and prevent 
individuals from using their authority to discourage 
the reporting of a crime (HBs 4372–4374, 4382–4383 
and SBs 219–220.)

• Deter abuse against vulnerable children (HBs 
4783, 5474.)

• Recognize pornography as a public health cri-
sis (HCR 14.)

• Require public schools to offer information on sexual 
assault and harassment to students and to encourage 
related professional development for staff (SB 216.) 100
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HEALTH C 
ARE HEALHEALTH CARE

Michigan Catholic Conference advocated on behalf of several health-relat-
ed measures during the session, with the goals of expanding health care 
access and improving the amount of information provided to patients. The 
work completed on this issue held the dignity of the human person, the pro-
tection of religious liberty, and the needs of the poor as guiding principles.
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Highlights

Wins for Patients and Access
• Public Acts 42–43 of 2019 exempted hospice 

providers from certain opioid-related regula-
tions, which allowed the providers to contin-
ue providing prompt end-of-life care (SB 128 
and HB 4225.)

• House Resolution 93 of 2019 encouraged Con-
gress to support Medicaid coverage for jail and 
prison inmates and to provide consistent, reli-
able treatments, especially for those struggling 
with mental health or substance abuse issues.

• Public Acts 31–32 of 2020 required marijuana 
sold in Michigan to include a health warning for 
pregnant and breastfeeding women and required 
a safety pamphlet to be made available (HBst 
4126–4127.)

• Public Acts 99–101 of 2020 expanded access to 
telemedicine for those with Medicaid or those re-
ceiving mental health services (HB 5414–5416.)

• The state budget included or increased funding 
for mental health services available for Michigan 
students (2019–2020 and 2020–2021.)

Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Health Care

In addition to the legislative successes listed above, 
MCC raised concerns with legislation (SBs 106 and 155) 
to regulate e-cigarettes in a new "vapor products" cat-
egory. While these measures did prohibit the sale of 
e-cigarettes to minors, a laudable goal, the Conference 
joined with a broad group of organizations calling for 
the product to be regulated more rigorously (HB 4164.) 
During the session, the measures passed as Public Acts 
17 and 18 of 2019. MCC appreciates that state law now 
provides protections against minor use but still believes 
that regulation of e-cigarettes as a tobacco product 
would be more effective. Staff also advocated for a mea-
sure which would have required the Michigan Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services to establish a fee-
for-service payment for services related to alcohol use 
disorder and allowed non-physician care providers to 
treat the disorder and receive Medicaid reimbursements 
(HB 5408.) Unfortunately, this bill did not pass by the 
end of the session. 100
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RESTORATIVE 
JUSTICE
Guided by the Church’s concept of restorative justice, Michigan Catholic 
Conference addressed policy matters through the legislative session that 
sought to promote criminal justice reform. MCC’s advocacy promoted 
measures that would benefit communities and bring forward fairness, ac-
countability, public safety, rehabilitation, and healing.
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Highlights

Wins for Public Safety 
and Rehabilitation
• Public Act 10 of 2019 added reporting requirements 

and funding for individuals eligible for wrongful im-
prisonment compensation (HB 4286.)

• Public Acts 13–16 of 2019 allowed eligible prisoners 
needing substantial medical care or nearing the end 
of their life to be moved to a nursing home for the 
rest of their sentence (HBs 4129–4132.)

• Public Acts 97–114 of 2019, also known as the “Raise 
the Age” package, increased the age of juvenile court 
jurisdiction from 17 to 18, prohibited the placement of 
youth under 18 in adult jails and prisons, and estab-
lished funding so 17-year-olds can access age-appro-
priate rehabilitation services in the juvenile justice 
system (HBs 4133–4136, 4140, 4142, 4143, 4145, 
4443, and 4452 and SBs 84, 90, 93, 97, 99–102.)

See “Featured Action: Raise the Age” to learn more.

• House Resolution 234 of 2020 urged the U.S. Con-
gress to repeal the federal ban on making Pell Grants 
available for prison-based education.

• Public Acts 361–362 of 2020 allowed for expunge-
ment for juveniles who commit certain crimes. The 
laws, which include public safety protections, make 
expungement available within two years after the 
final judgement, the settlement, or on their eighteen 
birthday, whichever is latest (SBs 681–682.)

• Public Acts 375–386 of 2020 eliminated certain man-
datory minimums and reclassified certain crimes as 
misdemeanors to improve rehabilitative outcomes 
(HBs 5844, 5846–5847, 5849–5857.)

• Public Acts 389–391 and 393–398 of 2020 limited 
how long juveniles could be detained for certain 
offenses, incentivized sentences that include 
community corrections, and sought to reduce the 
number of individuals who receive jail time for proba-
tion and court order violations (SBs 700, 893–894, 
1046–1051.)
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Featured Action

Raise the Age
Over the last several years, Michigan Cath-
olic Conference has fought for juvenile jus-
tice reform. The “Raise the Age” measures, 
successfully enacted into law this session, 
grants judges greater discretion in charging 
seventeen-year-olds who have committed 
crimes. Previously, Michigan required all sev-
enteen-year-olds to be automatically charged 
as an adult, regardless of the severity of their 
crime. Working with a broad coalition, MCC 
testified on behalf of the measures, sharing 
information with lawmakers about how they 
could reduce recidivism and give youth a path 
to a more productive future. Staff also provided 
updates through several mediums to Catholics 
across the state, to keep them informed and 
engaged in the advocacy process. Following a 
conversation with its staff, The Detroit News 
wrote an editorial in support of "Raise the Age" 
legislation.

A bipartisan group of elected officials gathered for the bill signing of the “Raise 
the Age” package. Photo by Nila Bala, R Street Institute.
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Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Restorative Justice

Staff advocated for the adoption of measures to improve 
public safety outcomes, including many recommendations 
made by the Michigan Task Force on Jail and Pretrial Incar-
ceration. MCC testified before the Task Force, highlighting 
programs conducted by Catholic agencies and sharing the 
importance of access to clergy for the imprisoned. While 

the session expired before these measures could become law, 
MCC supported efforts to:

• Modify penalties for those who fail to produce a driv-
er’s license (HB 5699.)

• Provide law enforcement training to reduce bias and 
prioritize de-escalation (HB 5837 and SB 945.)

• Create a Forensic Science Commission to improve 
conviction accuracy (SBs 276–277.) 100
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IMMIGRAT 
 & REFUGE

IMMIGRATION 
& REFUGEES
Welcoming families and individuals from foreign lands has long been a val-
ue in the Catholic tradition. While many policies regarding immigration and 
refugee resettlement are decided at the federal rather than the state level, 
MCC found several opportunities to speak at the State Capitol on behalf of 
the needs of affected populations.
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Featured Action

Press Conference  
Promotes Driver’s Licenses
In October 2019, MCC participated in a press 
conference with state lawmakers and other ad-
vocacy groups to call for measures that would 
offer specially designated driver’s licenses and 
state identification cards for applicants without 
proof of immigration status (HBs 5192–5193 
and SBs 631–632.) In its comments, MCC high-
lighted the importance of state identification, 
recognizing how it impacts the ability for ref-
ugees and immigrants to work, to take care of 
children, to provide for their families, and to 
further their education. While the measures 
did not become law this session, the press 
conference provided an opportunity to high-
light the need for helpful documentation for 
immigrants.

A diverse group of elected officials and organizations gathered for the press 
conference, including Michigan Catholic Conference. Photo by State Rep. 

Rachel Hood.

30



Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Immigration and Refugees

Throughout the session, MCC spoke out about 
the needs of immigrants and refugees, and the 
role of government at various levels to address 
these policies. Specifically, the Conference 
shared concerns about legislation—which was 
not adopted this session—to:

• Ban adoption or enforcement of any local 
ordinance or other such policy that limits 
local police communication with Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement about 
any person’s immigration status beyond 
what is required by federal law, also 
known as “sanctuary city” policies (HBs 
4090 and 4803.) 100
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CARE FOR 
CREATION
In Laudato Si’, the Holy Father’s teaching document about humanity and 
the environment, Pope Francis wrote that “concern for the environment 
needs to be joined to a sincere love for our fellow human beings.”11 This con-
cept guided Michigan Catholic Conference, encouraging staff to highlight 
connections between environmental stewardship and the protection of hu-
man dignity, especially low-income populations disaffected by poor policy 
decisions.
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Highlights

Wins for Environmental Awareness
• Public Act 252 of 2020 paused residential water 

shutoffs temporarily for Michiganders who could not 
afford their water bills during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic (SB 241.)

• MCC devoted two statewide focus publications to the 
Church’s social teaching on caring for God’s creation: 
Clean and Affordable Water for All in May 2019 and 
Care for Our Common Home: Reflecting on Laudato 
Si’ in June 2020. Each highlighted critical environ-
mental issues, their connection to Michigan, and 
practical ideas for Catholics to further advance their 
understanding of environmental stewardship.

26,00  
COPIES DISTRIBUTED

687  
DOWNLOADS

818  
FACEBOOK REACH  

with 25 engagements

1,856  
TWITTER IMPRESSIONS 

with 13 engagements

“Access to safe drinkable water is a basic and 
universal human right, since it is essential to 
human survival.” —Pope Francis, Laudato Si, 2015

Growing up in Michigan, children quickly learn to appre-
ciate the state’s natural beauty, especially when spending 
time near any of the Great Lakes or inland lakes. Along 
with describing a successful advertising effort, the slogan 

“Pure Michigan” reflects the admiration and peace many feel 
while walking the beaches, spending time kayaking or fish-
ing, and swimming with friends and family. The maturation 
into adulthood for those Michigan children includes a de-
sire to protect those memories and the resources that helped 
to create them.

Beyond recreational enjoyment, water is an essential re-
source that provides nourishment and sustains life. As such, 
the Catholic Church teaches that water is a human right. It 
also plays a fundamental role in cleaning and washing, grow-
ing and cooking food, and transporting goods to and from 
an area. In Michigan, it is also a constant source of entertain-
ment and beauty, as well as a defining element of the state’s 
geography. Four of the five Great Lakes—Michigan, Supe-
rior, Huron, and Erie—surround Michigan’s borders. Ac-
cording to the Environmental Protection Agency, the Great 
Lakes contain just over twenty percent of the world’s surface 
fresh water and eighty-four percent of North America’s.

In fact, water is such a normal building block for Mich-
iganders that often it is taken for granted, until something 

goes wrong. Access to clean and affordable drinking water 
out of the tap is no longer a reality for many around the 
Great Lakes state. Recent problems in major cities have cre-
ated negative health consequences, suffering, and in some 
cases, death. To the horror of many, both children and 
adults experienced elevated lead levels across the city of 
Flint after the city switched from the Detroit water system 
to the Flint River in 2014. Increasing levels of contaminants 
resistant to heat, water, and oil, called per- and polyfluoro-
alkyl substances (PFAS), have emerged and are causing jus-
tifiable angst among many. In fact, statewide testing from 
2018 identified over sixty public drinking water systems in 
the state with measurable levels of PFAS, which some re-
search has linked to cancer and other illnesses.1 In Detroit, 
tens of thousands of residents have faced impending water 
shut-offs in recent years due to difficult economic realities. 
Poverty, lack of meaningful employment, and inadequate 
transportation have made water affordability challenging 
for low-income residents.

At the Third World Water Forum in 2003, the Vatican 
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace stated that “the 
long-term viability of a country’s water supply infrastruc-
ture depends on leadership and vision of political leaders…
and their capacity to get things done.” Leadership, vision, 
and action are still needed today from elected officials and 
communities to protect one of Michigan’s most precious 
resources. This focus details several water issues currently 
facing Michiganders, and the need for improved access to 
clean and affordable water for all. ■

1. Michigan PFAS Testing to continue at 60 water supplies,” MLive, 2/25/19: https://goo.gl/TrkeQr
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Summary of MCC's Advocacy
Regarding Care for Creation

While neither became law this session, MCC supported ef-
forts to encourage the use of renewable energy and to protect 
students and low-income Michiganders, including bills to:

• Provide the opportunity for low-income customers to 
participate in community energy programs, to remove 
the current cap that dictates how much residential 
solar power can be put back into the electric grid, and 

to guarantee a fair price in that sale (HBs 5143–5145 
and SBs 596–598.)

• Allocate state funding to replace drinking fountains in 
public school buildings with hydration stations, which 
would provide clean, filtered drinking water. MCC 
advocated for nonpublic schools also to be included in 
the appropriation (2019–2020.) 100

17,000  
COPIES DISTRIBUTED

687  
DOWNLOADS

1,432  
FACEBOOK REACH  

with 73 engagements

849  
TWITTER IMPRESSIONS 

with 25 engagements

“Humanity still has the abil-
ity to work together in 
building our common 
home” (no. 13). Pope 
Francis shared this 
hopeful line in his sec-
ond encyclical, Lauda-
to Si’: On Care for Our 
Common Home.1 Last 
month marked the five-year 
anniversary of the document’s 
release, which reinvigorated the 
Catholic Church’s longstanding efforts 
to protect and care for creation. The anniversa-
ry presents an opportunity for Catholics, as the Church in 
Michigan encourages all to reflect upon what it means to 
live out this teaching.

In the beginning pages of Laudato Si’, Pope Francis 
states his hope that the document “can help [humanity] 
to acknowledge the appeal, immensity and urgency of the 
challenge we face.” The encyclical covers significant ground 
while addressing the Church’s teaching on the caring for cre-
ation. It brings together topics that may seem unrelated but 
are in fact intricately linked to the health of the environment 
and society, such as the dignity of work, the importance of 
the family, and need for technology and the economy to 
be focused on people. Woven throughout is a consistent 
concern for the poor, who experience the worst impacts of 
environmental deterioration and exclusion. While Laudato 
Si’ shares many important insights, the lesson that shines 

most brightly is that each 
living creature has value 

and purpose.

From the beginning, 
God created the world 
and humanity, and saw 

“that it was good” (Gene-
sis, Chapter 1). The people 

of the state can simply look 
around them to understand 

this concept, as Michigan is home 
to scores of natural treasures that rival 

those of any other state. These features contribute 
to the splendor of the state, such as Mackinac Island, Pic-
tured Rocks, the Porcupine Mountains, Sleeping Bear Dunes, 
Tahquamenon Falls, numerous federally protected national 
forests, and thousands of inland lakes—the list goes on and 
on. The greatest examples are the Great Lakes themselves. 
In looking out at the many shades of blue and green lining 
the sandy beaches in the summer or the frozen shores in the 
winter, residents and visitors alike can feel a sense of beauty 
and peace. Without even knowing that the Great Lakes are 
the largest bodies of fresh water on the planet, anyone who 
sees them can understand intuitively their value and can un-
derstand why policymakers at all levels of government are 
constantly working to protect them.

While Michiganders may recognize the goodness of the 
state’s natural beauty, discussions about protecting the en-
vironment too often fall into partisan bickering rather than 

CARE FOR OUR 
COMMON HOME 

REFLECTING ON LAUDATO SI’fo
cu

s
V

o
l.

 4
8,

 N
o

. 2
, J

u
n

e 
20

20

C o n f e r e n c e

Michigan
Catholic

35



For a full list of bills of concern to MCC 
and their outcomes, please visit
MICATHOLIC.ORG/100



ENDNOTES
1. Focus: A Blueprint for the Common Good, MCC, January 

2019, bit.ly/392WaRH.
2. MCC and the Michigan bishops chose not to support 

the petition drive from the Michigan Heartbeat Coa-
lition that would have banned abortion after cardiac 
activity is detectable (similar to House Bills 4664–4665 
and Senate Bills 357–358 that were introduced during 
the session.) While the intent was laudable, it like-
ly would have weakened and potentially superseded 
Michigan’s existing ban on all abortions, which would 
go into effect should the U.S. Supreme Court overturn 
Roe v. Wade.

3. The columns were published in Bridge Magazine, Lan-
sing State Journal, Macomb Daily, Mount Pleasant Morn-
ing Sun, Oakland Press, Royal Oak Daily Tribune, The 
Detroit News, The Holland Sentinel, and Traverse City 
Record Eagle (an overall potential audience of close 
to 400,000.)

4. Blueprint, MCC.
5. The Word from Lansing: Payday Lending and the Cycle of 

Poverty, MCC, 3/27/20: bit.ly/3sEklNV.
6. Focus: Advocacy on Behalf of Those in Need, MCC, De-

cember 2019: bit.ly/39NM9qA.

7. The Word from Lansing: EITC Extends a Helping Hand, 
MCC, bit.ly/3iE6NO1.

8. The lawsuit, Dumont v. Lyons, alleges that religious 
principles of faith-based organizations are discrimina-
tory and thus disqualify their partnership with the State. 
MCC strongly objects to this allegation.

9. Focus: Catholic Charities—Uniting Children With Lov-
ing Families, MCC, August 2019: bit.ly/3c04aVr.

10. Blueprint, MCC.
11. Laudato Si’, Pope Francis, 2015: bit.ly/3o2SfbA.
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