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BENTON TOWNSHIP 
— Former Lake Michigan 
College  President Jennifer 
Spielvogel is suing LMC and 
its Board of Trustees for al-
leged wrongful termination.

Spielvogel’s lawyer, Bradley 
Glazier of the Grand Rapids 
fi rm Bos & Glazier, said he 
fi led the lawsuit last Friday in 
U.S. District Court in Grand 
Rapids. The case has been as-
signed to Judge Janet T. Neff.

S p i e l v o -
gel was hired 
Nov. 24, 2015, 
to replace re-
tiring Presi-
dent Robert 
Harrison. She 
began work-
ing at LMC 
Jan. 4 under 

a contract that was to run 
through June 30, 2018.

She was suspended April 
8 following a closed session 
during a special meeting of 
the board, and was fi red May 
5 following a termination 
hearing. The board’s vote to 
fi re her was unanimous.

Board trustees cited policy 
violations, improper  con-
duct, improper management 
behavior, a lack of profes-

sionalism, providing inad-
equate goals and incurring 
$20,625 in unauthorized 
costs charged to LMC.

Board Chairwoman Mary 
Jo Tomasini said at the time 
that Spielvogel created a hos-
tile environment for some em-
ployees and could have placed 
LMC in jeopardy of lawsuits.

Spielvogel and Glazier 
called the just-cause hearing 
“a farce,” saying they could 
not cross examine witness 
statements from the April 
8 meeting that were used as 
cause to fi re her. Spielvogel 
said notes from that ear-
lier meeting were “twisted 
to look like (just) cause” and 
she was not given a chance 
to refute or correct them.

Harrison is now serving as 

president emeritus and act-
ing CEO for the college. He 
issued  the following state-
ment from LMC Tuesday 
regarding the  lawsuit: “The 
college was just made aware 
of the lawsuit, but has not 
been offi cially served. Based 
on comments made by her 
attorney, we expected that a 
lawsuit would be fi led and 
this does not come as a sur-
prise, but we cannot com-
ment on pending litigation.”

Spielvogel’s 19-page law-
suit complaint alleges that 
her fi ring was a breach of 
contract and in violation of 
public policy.

The suit seeks past and fu-
ture wages and fringe benefi ts 
that were lost due to the fi r-
ing, compensatory damages, 

including loss of professional 
reputation and emotional 
distress damages, reinstate-
ment to the position or award 
of front pay and attorney 
fees, plus other relief deemed 
appropriate by the court.

In her lawsuit complaint, 
Spielvogel says  she was tar-
geted for termination after 
she claimed to have found 
LMC to be out of compli-
ance with U.S. Department 
of Education rules for fi nan-
cial aid for students. She said 
she brought her concerns to 
Tomasini before a March 22 
board meeting. Tomasini de-
nied that and said the May 
5 just-cause hearing was the 
fi rst time she or the board 
had heard about any alleged 
concerns with fi nancial aid.

After the May 5 hearing, 
college offi cials said they dug 
through fi nancial aid records 
to ensure everything was in or-
der, and LMC issued a state-
ment regarding 15 years of 
audit reports and said there is 
no reason for concern regard-
ing students’ fi nancial aid.

LMC spokeswoman 
Candice Elders said the 
college has a solid his-
tory working with student 
fi nancial aid programs.

“We are always look-
ing for ways to improve, but 
we have no reason to be-
lieve (Spielvogel’s) remarks 
should cause students, fami-
lies or employees any con-
cern whatsoever,” she said.

Contact: jswidwa@TheHP.com, 932-
0359, Twitter: @HPSwidwa

By JULIE SWIDWA
HP Staff Writer

Federal lawsuit 
alleges wrongful 
termination

Spielvogel sues Lake Michigan College

Construction con-
tinues Tuesday at 
the corner of Main 
Street and Lake Bou-
levard in St. Joseph. 
Tom MacDonald, St. 
Joseph’s director of 
public works, said 
crews are making 
permanent repairs 
there after work on 
water mains was 
done last winter, and 
that work should be 
completed by today 
and the detours 
removed.
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PAW PAW — Van Bu-
ren County commissioners 
plan to ask voters to ap-
prove a tax hike to upgrade 
the county jail and court of-
fi ces. This could take place 
either during the November 
election or an election next 
May.

Commissioners didn’t ac-
tually take that step Tues-
day, but did contract with 
Kalamazoo-based architec-
tural fi rm DLZ to draw up 
bid plans to improve the jail 
and conceptual plans for 
new court space. The plans 
will cost around  $483,000 
for the jail and $450,000 for 
the courts.

The exact amount of 
millage needed has  not 
yet been calculated.

Commissioner John 
“Mike” Henry urged com-
missioners to give the go-
ahead. “These facilities are 
despicable,” Henry said. 
“There’s no question about 
it.”

He said the facility is out-
dated. “It was a great facil-
ity in 1923,” Henry said. “Is 
that our standard today?”

The plan, which has been 
projected at around $35 
million, calls for three an-
nexes totaling about 34,000 
square feet.

One annex would go on 
the north end of the jail for 
booking, housing, a day 
room, medical, offi ces and 
storage. An east addition 
would be for a receiving 
building and kitchen.

The south addition, es-
timated around  24,000 
square feet, would neces-
sitate ripping out the old 
sheriff’s residence and jail. 
It would mainly be used 

By ROD SMITH
HP Correspondent

Estimated costs are 
$35 million; election 
date not yet decided

Van Buren 
moves 
ahead on 
jail, court 
upgrades

BENTON HARBOR — Benton 
Harbor school board trustees voted 
Tuesday to lay off 43 staff, including 
13 teachers.

In addition, trustees approved a 
request for a $4.4 million emergency 
loan from the state and a restructur-
ing of three current emergency loans 
so they can be repaid over a longer 
period. The state Local Emergency 
Financial Assistance Loan Board is 
expected to meet on June 29.

The only board member  vot-
ing against the layoffs was board 
President Sharon James. She voted 
against laying off the 23 non-bar-
gaining staff and the seven parapro-
fessional positions, but voted “yes” 
to lay off the 13 teachers.

Before they voted to layoff the 
staff, trustees met with their attor-
ney in closed session. James recused 
herself from the session because her 
daughter was on the layoff list.

The vote came after weeks of 
wrangling over the layoffs, and in 
the face of opposition from some 
members of the public, as well as 

By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

Board lays 
off 43 
staffers, 
seeks $4.4M 
state loan

LACOTA — An armed 
man barricaded himself in 
his home south of  Laco-
ta Tuesday, triggering a 
lengthy police standoff.

Heavy gunfi re erupted at 
the scene on 60th Avenue 
shortly after 5 p.m., and 
police and the suspect ex-
changed fi re several times 
over the next 90 minutes.

As of press time late Tues-
day evening the standoff 
continued without a resolu-
tion, and it was not known 
whether the gunman was 
even still alive at that point.

The incident began 
around 10:30 a.m. when 
state police went to the 
man’s house on 60th Street 
in Geneva Township to 
talk to him, said Van Buren 
County Sheriff’s Lt. David 
Walker. According to other 
media reports police were 
investigating a threat the 
man, 41, allegedly made to 
a public offi cial in Allegan 
County.

The man locked himself  
inside, and then came out 

and shot a rifl e into the 
ground and went back in-
side, Walker said.

At that point, police sur-
rounded the house and ad-
ditional police units came 
to the scene.

There was no one else in-
side the home, Walker said.

Police offi cials said they 
were ready to “wait it out” 
for as long as it took, and 
attempted to reach the man 
by phone without any suc-
cess, Walker said.

Police redirected traffi c 
away from the scene.

“We’ve evacuated all the 
neighbors in the area,” as a 
precaution, Walker said.

State police were assisted 

by several police agencies, 
including the Van Buren 
and Berrien County Sher-
iff’s Offi ces. In addition 

Berrien County brought in 
its armored SWAT vehicle.

Contact: alersten@TheHP.com, 932-
0357, Twitter @HPLersten

By ANDREW LERSTEN
HP Staff Writer

Several volleys 
reported in 
early evening

Gunfire reported at police standoff near Lacota

Andrew Lersten / HP staff

A Van Buren County sheriff’s deputy stationed at the corner of 
60th Street and 4th Avenue, south of Lacota, keeps traffic from 
going north on 60th Tuesday afternoon.
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