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Landmark Legal Case for UAS Operations
Only a few short weeks
ago, a very significant and
consequential legal battle
was resolved that will
affect any local jurisdiction
in Michigan and possibly
local jurisdictions in 17
other states that have
adopted drone bans and
ordinances. This historic
ruling that will be
referenced around the
world was decided right in
our back yard in Genesee
County Circuit Court.
In December 2018,
Genesee County resident
and Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA)
Certified Remote Pilot and
instructor, Robert Jason
Harrison, was flying his DJI
Mavic Pro drone as a
hobbyist at the Genesee
County Park, Crossroads
Village, photographing the
park’s seasonal Christmas
train display. Having a
Remote Pilot license
means that the pilot has
demonstrated to the FAA
that he understands the
regulations, operating
requirements, and
procedures for safely flying
drones. A parks employee
observed Harrison’s flight
and then notified him that

he is not allowed to fly his
drone in the park and that
the police had been
contacted. At that
moment, Harrison began
recording audio and video
with his equipment and the
account that follows was
then published open to the
public on YouTube®.
According to the video
footage, the police arrive
and inform Harrison that
he is not allowed to fly in
this park, but that there is
a designated park where
he can fly. Harrison then
asks the officer to show
him where this ordinance
is written. The officer
finds and reads the park
ordinance which is as
follows, “No person shall
make any ascent or
descent in any balloon,
airplane, or parachute on
any land or waters
administered by or under
the jurisdiction of the
Commission or its agent of
except as may be
necessary in the event of
an emergency.” Harrison
then asks the officer, “Am
I in an airplane?” The
officer then threatens to
issue Harrison a ticket for
violating the ordinance and
asks him for his

identification. Harrison
then asks, “Am I being
detained or am I free to
go?” to which the officer
responds in the affirmative
that he is being detained.
Harrison is then arrested,
handcuffed, and his drone
equipment confiscated.
Harrison is released that
day as the Genesee
County Prosecuting
Attorney makes the
decision to not prosecute
and his belongings are
returned to him a month
later. Following the
incident, Harrison and
others petitioned their
county commissioners in
an attempt to change to
the ordinance but were
unsuccessful. On
December 13, 2019, the
Genesee County Parks
Commission voted to
revise the ordinance to
read:
“No person shall, upon the
property administered by
the Commission: make any
ascent or descent, operate
or possess any balloon,
airplane, parachute, drone,
manned or unmanned
aircraft on Commission
(Continued on page 2)
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MCDO v Genesee County, cont.
properties or waters, except in
designated areas, without first obtaining
written permission from the Commission
or except as may be necessary in the
event of an emergency.”

Do you have
something exciting to
share with our
membership?
Are there topics or
trends you’d like to
learn more about?
Contact us with ideas
for future newsletters:
communication@
imagin.org

Harrison, months later, formed the nonprofit organization, the Michigan Coalition
of Drone Operators or MCDO, along
with other Michigan FAA Remote Pilots,
instructors, and drone enthusiasts.
MCDO then filed suit against Genesee
County stating that Genesee County’s
ordinance is in violation of Michigan state
law MCL 259.305, claiming that the local
ordinance cannot preempt state law.
MCL 259.305 states, “Except as expressly
authorized by statute, a political
subdivision shall not enact or enforce an
ordinance or resolution that regulates the
ownership or operation of unmanned
aircraft or otherwise engage in the
regulation of the ownership or operation
of unmanned aircraft.”
On November 8, 2019, the hearing took
place in Genesee County Circuit Court
with Judge Joseph J. Farah presiding. Late
in the day, Judge Farah informed the
court that no more oral arguments would
be heard and that the plaintiffs and
defense had ten days in which to submit
amended briefs. Following that, Judge
Farah would arrive at a judgement. On
November 26, 2019, Judge Farah issued
an injunction barring Genesee County
from enforcing their drone ordinance
during an event at a Genesee County
park on November 28th. MCDO was
hopeful that this was a sign of a
forthcoming favorable judgement for
them.
On February 10, 2020, Judge Farah ruled
on MCDO v Genesee County in favor of
MCDO. In the conclusions section of his

eleven page ruling, he states, “For the
foregoing reasons, this Court prohibits
the enforcement of any ban on
possession, use, or operation of drones
on Robert Harrison or other members of
the public by the Genesee County Parks
Commission and any of its agents,
representatives, Rangers, members,
officers, directors, and employees that is
inconsistent with the dictates of state and
federal law.”
With this ruling, case law has been
created in the State of Michigan that will
make it very difficult to impossible for
local jurisdictions to adopt or enforce any
drone ordinances. Genesee County still
has the option to appeal the decision in
the Michigan Court of Appeals. The FAA
is tasked by Congress with administering
the national airspace. According to their
“State and Local Regulation of Unmanned
Aircraft Systems (UAS) Fact Sheet”
published December 17, 2015, the FAA
states the following in regards to local
jurisdiction UAS regulations, “Substantial
air safety issues are raised when state or
local governments attempt to regulate
the operation or flight of aircraft. If one
or two municipalities enacted ordinances
regulating UAS in the navigable airspace
and a significant number of municipalities
followed suit, fractionalized control of the
navigable airspace could result. In turn,
this ‘patchwork quilt’ of differing
restrictions could severely limit the
flexibility of FAA in controlling the
airspace and flight patterns, and ensuring
safety and an efficient air traffic flow. A
navigable airspace free from inconsistent
state and local restrictions is essential to
the maintenance of a safe and sound air
transportation system.”
Jonathon Merrick, GIS Administrator
Eaton County
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Member Spotlight: City of Novi
The City of Novi’s
GIS team provides
interactive maps
for the public by
hosting web maps
and apps in ArcGIS
Online. Leveraging
Solutions
for
ArcGIS to quickly
stand up new interactive maps and
apps has inc reas ed t heir
productivity. They also produce a
variety of paper map products to
complement the interactive maps.

involved utilizing Esri’s Address Data
Management Solution to issue new
addresses to make the process
more efficient during a period of
growth throughout the city. They
linked all of their scanned as-built
drawings with water and sewer
mains so that users can open an asbuilt file by selecting a feature in the
Cityworks map.

Novi’s Enterprise GIS database
serves as the fixed asset inventory
and management system for the
city. To protect their data and still
offer free interactive maps for the
public, they configured a solution
using Amazon Cloud and
registering their map services with
ArcGIS Online. Amazon Cloud is
also leveraged as a cost-effective
hosting site for photos that are
then embedded in StoryMaps and
web map pop-ups.

The City of Novi was incorporated
in 1969 and has ben using GIS for
the past 27 years. Novi’s current
G I S M a n a g e r & C it y w o r k s
Administrator is Keri Blough, who

A trash collection inventory also
maintained through GIS is used to
bill residents for trash and recycling
services on a semi-annual basis.

has been a member of
IMAGIN for 19 years and is
currently serving on the
Board of Directors.
Novi’s GIS department is a
division of the Integrated
Solutions Team, which
includes Technology,
Geospatial Resources,
Facilities Management, and
Parks & Grounds Maintenance
divisions. Dedicated GIS staff
includes two full -time
employees and one part-time
employee.
You can view the City’s map
gallery at http://cityofnovi.org/
Community/Map-Gallery.aspx.

Historic Sites in the City of Novi StoryMap

Other innovative solutions
undertaken by the city include
using MapLogic to create street
indices and map books.
A

recent

major

undertaking

2019 Memberships expired on December 31st, and 2020
membership renewals are due now. Memberships not renewed by January 1st, will be marked lapsed and you will lose all
privileges of membership. Memberships can be renewed directly on
the website, IMAGIN.org, through your membership profile. If you
need a paper invoice, please contact the business office at 517-3383035 x 709 or info@imagin.org. Don’t miss out, Renew your dues
today!
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Jim Bennett Retires
Past IMAGIN President, business owner, and Michigan GIS leader Jim Bennett retired at the end of 2019.
Jim is a proud Michigan native. He was
born in Jackson Michigan. His father
worked for Consumers Energy and his
mother was a librarian. Perhaps this
explains his career-long focus on utilities and love for books, especially science fiction. He says he enjoyed his
childhood especially Boy Scouts and
the many summers he spent at his
grandparents’ cottage on the Grand
Traverse Bay.

COVID-19 &
the IMAGIN
Conference:
We are monitoring the
pandemic and will be
keeping everyone
posted via the IMAGIN
website and email as
the conference draws
near. In the event that
the conference is
cancelled, refunds for
registration will be
made available.

After high school, he chose to study
teaching and mathematics at Western
Michigan University becoming the first
person in his family to pursue a postsecondary education. After graduating
from WMU, he pursued a master’s
degree in remote sensing at Eastern
Michigan University. He never completed his degree but was exposed to
new technologies and ways of thinking
and perhaps most importantly made
many career-long contacts.

It was at this time that Jim’s unique
talents started to come into focus. Jim
possesses a rare combination of business savvy and foresight coupled with
exceptional interpersonal skills. Put
simply, Jim can spot a trend, get things
done, and most people like and respect
him!
After graduate school, Jim spent a few
years in California working as an offshore surveyor out of Long Beach but
eventually Michigan lured him back.
Once back home, he did survey and
CAD work in Ann Arbor and Traverse
City. This is also when he started to
hear the term “GIS” more-and-more.
Quick to recognize a trend, Jim started
to develop a true professional interest
in GIS.
It was also at this time that Jim met
and married his beloved wife Joli and
started his family.

Jim Bennet receiving the Jim Living Geospatial
Award in 2007. (Scott Swan also pictured.)
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Jim was heavily involved in IMAGIN
during its early years. He served sever-
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al terms on its board and was elected
president in 2000. He was awarded
the Geospatial Achievement Award
(then known as the Jim Living Geospatial Achievement Award) in 2007.
Under his guidance, several of his
employees presented at the annual
conference, served on the board, and
edited the newsletter. In terms of
sheer commitment to the organization, few can match Jim’s contributions to IMAGIN.
He Joined 3DI, a Maryland-based
photogrammetry and GIS firm in
1996 and headed its Michigan office
for the next four years. Under his
leadership, this office quickly became
one of 3DI’s major profit centers.
During this time, Jim was focused not
only on securing data conversion
work for the home office but more
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importantly application work that
would help clients realize a greater
return on investment from their
new digital data. At a time when
most people were simply converting data from analog to digital and
calling it done, Jim was asking them
how they plan to use this data over
the long term.
In 2000, Jim decided to start his
own Traverse City-based GIS consulting firm called InfoGeographics,
Inc. The idea was to help organizations get the most out of their investment in GIS and related technologies though innovation. Over
its 18 years, IGI worked all over
Michigan and beyond serving agencies ranging in size from small townships and utility districts to Fortune
500 companies such as McDonald’s

and General Motors. Without a
doubt, IGI was a successful company
(e.g. it turned a profit in its first
year!) and remained a respected organization to the end.
In late 2018, IGI was acquired by
Avineon, Inc. The idea was to use IGI
as the nucleus for a new professional
service division within Avineon. Jim
stayed on for a year to oversee the
transition which by all measures has
been a resounding success… kinda
like Jim.
IMAGIN wishes to thank Jim Bennett
for his years of service to the industry and organization and wishes him
all the best in retirement.
Brooks E. Kelley, Avineon, Inc.

Conference Registration Is Open!
Now is the time to register for
IMAGIN’s 2020 Annual Conference,
scheduled for June 7-9, 2020 at the
Radisson Plaza Hotel and Conference Center in Kalamazoo. Registration remains $285 for members
and $400 for non-members for the
annual two-day event. One-day registration options are also available.
IMAGIN has chosen to move forward with our annual conference at
this time, with the assumption that
rates of infection will start to decrease as we near summer and large
events will be safe to attend.
Trying to register and not seeing the
fee you expected? It may be the
result of a lapsed membership. If you

are only seeing the non-member rate,
it may mean your dues have not been
renewed for 2020. Not sure? Feel
free to contact the IMAGIN Business
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office at info@imagin.org or 517338-3035 x 709 and Maryellen
can assist you.
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Conference Social Events
Social Event
Registration is Now
Open!
Don’t Forget to
Register for Dinner
on Sunday Night!

Spring Meet-ups
are Coming to a
Brewery Near you

Sunday:

Monday:

Get on the bus!! Now is your opportunity
to kick-off the IMAGIN Conference in
style. Join us for the 6th Annual IMAGIN
Beer & NonBeer Tour. Due
to the success of
last year’s tour,
we are again
going to be offering a variety of new Beer
& Non-Beer options that are sure to
tantalize every palate. We’ve reserved a
beautiful 56 passenger bus that will be
setting voyage from the Radisson Hotel in
Kalamazoo at 3pm on Sunday. This event
sells out
e v e r y
year, so
reserve
your seat
while you still can! The bus tour cost is
$10.00 per person for either the brewery
or Non-Brewery bus trip.
Preregistration for the bus tour is required as
there is limited space available. Register
now at: http://imagin.org/conf_networking

BINGO is back!! Yes game play shall remain the same, so please feel free to leave
your grandma at home. You won’t want to
miss out on the combination of places that
have been handpicked
for you this year. Game
play will be at 5:30pm
on Monday, June 8th.
Each conference attendee will be supplied with a Bingo card
outlining instructions
on rules of play as
well as a map laying
out all the stops. Participants are encouraged to dine, drink,
shop, and play to
their heart’s desire. All players must then
report to LFG by 9pm sharp with their
card. All completed
cards are then entered in a drawing
for up to $300 in
Amazon gift cards.

Upcoming Events
•

April 21st
(pending the
reopening of bars)

•

•
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April 13—IMAGIN
Board of Directors
Meeting
(teleconference)
April 21—IMAGIN
Meet-up at 6 locations
throughout Michigan
April — SWM GIS User
Group meeting,
Kalamazoo

•

May 7—State of MI GIS
Users Group Meeting

•

May 8—IMAGIN Board
of Directors Meeting
(teleconference)

•

June 7-9—IMAGIN
Annual Education
Conference, Radisson
Hotel and Conference
Center, Kalamazoo,
MI

Have an upcoming GIS related
event you want to advertise?
Send the date, time, and place
to communication@imagin.org
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IMAGIN Board
of Directors
2020 Elections
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IMAGIN is looking for candidates to
serve on the IMAGIN Board of
Directors!
This is an exciting opportunity for
members to participate in the leadership of IMAGIN and to set its course
for the future. Eight of the fifteen
Board seats are open for election, each
of which will serve a two-year term.
Board meetings are typically held the
second Friday of each month, along
with the Annual Meeting which is held
at the Conference. While a select few
meetings are held face-to-face, most
meetings are held via teleconference to
accommodate limited travel allowances
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and board members located throughout the State.
You may nominate yourself or
someone else that you believe has leadership qualities. Please submit a few
paragraphs listing qualifications, background, and any other information you
would like posted in the candidate
write-up.
Nominations will be accepted until
April 24, 2020.
If you are interested or would like to
nominate someone, please complete
the nomination form on our website at
imagin.org/board_election.

IMAGIN, Inc.
416 S. Cedar St. Suite C
Lansing, MI 48912
Phone: 517.338.3035 x709
Fax: 866.298.2115
E-mail: info@imagin.org
Twitter: @IMAGIN_mich

IMAGIN, Inc.
416 S. Cedar St. Suite C
Lansing, MI 48912
www.imagin.org
Phone: 517.338.3035 x709
Fax: 866.298.2115
E-mail: info@imagin.org
Improving Michigan’s Access to
Geographic Information Networks

Thomas VanBruggen, IMAGIN President & Coeditor
Ariana Toth, Communications Team Lead, and Coeditor
Maryellen Jansen, Coeditor
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IMAGIN is a non-profit professional development
organization committed to providing opportunities
for its members to network with
professionals who are using, creating, or maintaining
spatial resources within Michigan. IMAGIN serves as
a crossroads for spatial information
users/developers at all levels of government,
business, and non-profit organizations by providing
its members partnership opportunities to
recognize, share, and create spatial data
resources for both traditional and new applications.

IMAGINews publishes original, timely, and innovative articles and news
items that advance knowledge regarding GIS, related technologies, and their
use within Michigan. IMAGINews welcomes submissions from IMAGIN
members and others. Please send article submissions in Microsoft Word
format to communication@imagin.org .

Jon Merrick, Coeditor
April Kibby, Coeditor
Keri Blough, Coeditor
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