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Through their votes, a few Battle Creek city 
commissioners have at times expressed their 
disapproval of City Manager Ken Tsuchiyama's job 
performance. But none have been as vocal as the 
first-term Commissioner Jeff Domenico. 
 
The Ward 5 candidate, who is running unopposed for 
re-election, has come forward with allegations of 
what he says is "felonious activity" occurring within 
the department. Domenico says he has tried to sit 
down with Tsuchiyama for "months and months" but 
that the city manager has been unwilling to do so. 
 
"Name me one thing that the city's done to stop it," 
he said. "To say, 'Hey Jeff, come on in, talk to us. 
What's going on?' Name one. I can't tell you. My 
phone has never rang from any city official saying, 
'Hey we need to get this stopped. What can I do to 
help out?'" 
 
Sparked by officers' involvement in drunken-driving 
incidents beginning just more than a year ago and 
how Tsuchiyama responded, the allegations have 
divided the otherwise functional commission. Some 
of those who attended its last meeting summed it up 
as "bizarre" and "totally unprofessional" as 
commissioners argued over a 2 percent pay raise for 
City Manager Ken Tsuchiyama. 
 
Some commissioners and candidates say the 
disharmony — and what others assert as lack of 
action — has made one thing clear: somewhere 
along the chain of command, leadership has failed. 
But as divided as they were on whether to grant 
Tsuchiyama a raise, commissioners are just as split 
on how much of that responsibility falls on their 
shoulders. 
 
"I don't think there's a lack of leadership," said Mayor 
Susan Baldwin. "I think we probably have a lack of 
communication. I think everybody has recognized 
that." 
 
Commissioner Jeff Domenico, who said his 
accusations have been left unaddressed within the 

police department, said the commission is partly to 
blame. 
 
"It's my responsibility to work with them," Domenico 
said of his fellow commissioners. "But I think this 
thing, it's separated us so fast that none of us really 
know truly how to come together and make it better. I 
think we're all in a little bit of uncharted territory. And 
if I have to take the blame for that, that's fine. But in 
the same token, people should have been more 
aware of what's going on." 
 
And along the way, one issue — not unique to Battle 
Creek but has stayed in the local spotlight for months 
— hasn't seemed to gain ground: how the people 
whom the department serves thinks of its officers. 
 
“Are we making progress in improving the public 
perception of the police department?" said 
Commissioner Andy Helmboldt. 
He paused before speaking again. 
 
"No." he said. "I don't think we are. I think, like I said, 
we've been in this pattern of one allegation after 
another, so you deal with these allegations as they 
come, and we're having to deal with that. And that 
can be frustrating. Which, admittedly, is part of the 
problem and you get in this trap of dealing with 
individual things without taking the time to step back 
and say, 'OK, how is this affecting the public's 
perception? How is this affecting the morale within 
the police department?'" 

 
Lack of direction 

For the most part, the current commission has 
worked well together. It has approved, almost always 
unanimously, property tax abatements for new 
businesses. It recently OK'd the purchase of energy 
conversion equipment to make Battle Creek's sewer 
system more efficient. Two weeks ago, 
commissioners voted 8-1 to pass an ordinance that 
seeks to end employment and housing discrimination 
against gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender 
residents. 
 



But when it comes to how well city administration 
approaches matters, they just don't agree. While 
Tsuchiyama's performance was rated by some 
commissioners as outstanding or exceeding 
expectations, other annual reviews said it was 
unacceptable. 
 
Some had strong words for the city manager in their 
survey comments, saying he didn't properly 
investigate issues and that his attitude was 
"insulting." 
Those who favored a raise for Tsuchiyama said the 
commission was partly to blame for some of the 
shortcomings because it failed to provide him 
standards and goals to follow. Others argued he 
didn't have a "satisfactory" performance because the 
surveys' average score fell below a 3, or "meets 
expectations," and therefore couldn't receive the 
raise as outlined in his contract. 
 
Eventually, in a 6-3 vote, Tsuchiyama was granted 
the roughly $2,000 annual salary increase. Other city 
employees not represented by unions, including 
department heads, were also given a 2 percent raise 
earlier this year as part of cost-of-living adjustments. 
 
Commissioner Mark Behnke, who voted in favor of 
the raise, said both the administration and the 
commission have worked to improve the city — and 
that "we're doing things throughout the community 
that a lot of towns aren't able to do today." Behnke 
said he also believed the officers' drunken-driving 
incidents had been handled properly. 
 
"Ken is doing his best," he said. "He knows what he 
needs to do to improve. All you gotta do is look at the 
survey and it tells him what he needs to improve." 
 
Dean Newsome, a Ward 3 candidate, echoed those 
sentiments. Officials become leaders when they 
learn from their mistakes, he said. 
 
"I think the city manager is a good leader," he said. "I 
think the problem the city manager has — and it's 
not just what I think, it's what the current 
commissioners have said — is he has no direction. 

And he has no priorities. Well, without direction and 
priorities, then you're going to have more frequent 
missteps than if you do. And if you don't give the city 
manager direction and priority, what does that say 
about where the city is going?" 
 
When it comes to the accusations Domenico has 
brought forward, other commissioners don't seem as 
convinced. Behnke said he has been satisfied with 
information brought forward by the city manager in 
response to some of the accusations. On others, he 
said, he hasn't seen any proof in writing. 
 
Commissioner Sherry Sofia said she believes 
Domenico is "well-intentioned" but that he is bringing 
up issues that lie in policies and procedures rather 
than criminal wrongdoings. 
 
Some commission candidates are also wary of the 
allegations. Devon Gibson, a candidate for Ward 3, 
said "there would have to be a really big conspiracy" 
for multiple agencies to decline to investigate. The 
Michigan State Police, FBI, state Attorney General 
and the Calhoun County Prosecutor have all decided 
not to look into the city's police department. 
 
John Kenefick, an at-large commission candidate, 
said he's heard both sides. Some cry corruption and 
others say there isn't, he said, and suspects there 
may be but doesn't know without evidence. 
 
"It's not what I think or believe," he said. "It's what 
can be proved. And if there's no proof, there's no 
charge — even if it did occur." 
Mike Sherzer, a Ward 4 candidate and a retired 
police officer, said he doesn't believe the department 
is corrupt but instead has failed to handle small 
issues that should have never made their way to the 
commission. 
 
Much of it, some say, just seems unclear. 
 
"It's conflicting stories," said Deb Owens, who is 
running for Ward 1. "It's conflicting stories. What I 
base my thinking on is what I know is fact. I listen to 

everyone graciously but I have to formulate my own 
opinion." 
 
Domenico argued some commissioners haven't 
done any investigating of their own. 
 
"And that's their decision, that's the way they feel 
they best represent the community," he said. "I'm not 
knocking for them for that, I'm just saying that's their 
decision and because of that, they're not as well-
informed — and there's things they're involved in that 
I'm not as well-informed in." 
 
Baldwin said she thinks the commission has handled 
the police incidents well. 
 
"You have to be careful not to get in the middle of 
investigations," she said. "That's not our role. That 
would be inappropriate." 
 
Helmboldt said he doesn't believe other decisions 
are affected by the commissioners' disagreements 
on the police department, and said those issues 
brought forward to the commission — including 
accusations that Sgt.Todd Madsen is receiving 
lieutenant's pay despite a demotion — are taken 
seriously and looked into by city administration. But 
the "allegation of the day" requires time and energy 
for city staff, he said, which otherwise could be used 
to work on larger issues like the public perception of 
the city's safety. 
 
"I guess simply put, the more there is, the slower it's 
going to be," said Helmboldt. "Which isn't to say that 
some of these things that we're having to look into, 
shouldn't be." 
 

A failure to communicate 
In the evaluation surveys, commissioners called for 
improved communication and more timely 
addressing of "internal and external matters." It was 
in direct response to the drunken-driving accident 
last year. 
Two off-duty officers, William Gensch and Jennifer 
Appl, were involved in a single-vehicle accident in 
Bedford Township on July 31, 2012. Todd Madsen, 



then a lieutenant, responded to the scene and drove 
the pair home. 
 
An internal police investigation revealed both 
Gensch and Appl were likely "super drunk" under 
Michigan law at the time of the accident. Gensch, the 
driver, was driving about 114 miles per hour before 
he crashed. 
 
Madsen was demoted to sergeant while Gensch was 
suspended for 20 days, had his driver's license 
suspended for six months and was ordered to pay 
fines and court costs. 
 
Appl was not disciplined, but nine months later was 
placed on administrative work for smelling of alcohol 
at work. She later resigned and pleaded guilty to 
impaired driving and possession of a weapon while 
intoxicated. 
 
Problems for the department continued. Earlier this 
month, Officer Kevin Stansbery pleaded not guilty to 
a drunken-driving charge after being arrested in 
Portage. A breath test taken after his arrest showed 
his blood-alcohol level was 0.15 percent, almost 
twice the state's legal limit for driving. 
 
After the 2012 accident, many commissioners said 
they wished they would have learned information 
quicker, or that the city had a more forthright 
response to get in front of the story — one that 
Helmboldt said "was hitting the news faster than 
(Tsuchiyama) was getting it to us." 
 
Recommendations made by the city manager's 
evaluation committee last month called for firmer 
guidelines on what and when administration should 
inform commissioners, even if some facts are still 
undetermined. 
 
The city will also soon hire a communications 
specialist, an area Baldwin said that has been hurt 
by slashes in staff and the budget. 
 

A canceled meeting 

After the incident involving Gensch and Appl, city 
commissioners planned a special meeting in 
September to discuss it with residents. But the day 
before it was scheduled to happen, the commission 
voted 6-3 to postpone the meeting, saying it had 
been urged by the Michigan State Police to do so 
because criminal investigations were ongoing. 
 
"I want to make it perfectly clear that I'm not asking 
that we cancel the workshop," Baldwin said in 
September. "I'm asking that we conduct our research 
in a prudent and responsible manner. We have a 
duty not to interfere or impede the investigations." 
 
Instead, Domenico, Commissioner Dave Walters and 
Vice Mayor Fulton showed up to commission 
chambers to hear residents' comments. 
 
The workshop was never rescheduled. 
 
Walters, a former detective who voted against 
granting Tsuchiyama a pay raise and has also raised 
questions about some police department issues, 
declined to be interviewed for this story. He said he 
had been advised to not make any statements 
because of "ongoing investigations" at BCPD. 
 
In March, the entire commission held a crime and 
perception workshop, intended to focus on the city's 
crime rates and public opinion of safety in Battle 
Creek. But the special meeting also caused tensions 
when Domenico criticized the city's take-home 
vehicle policy and questioned the last time the police 
chief had an evaluation. 
 
This week, Gibson noted that the city's take-home 
vehicle ordinance was changed to align itself with 
current practices only after the employees were 
operating outside of the policy. 
 
"That to me shows the city manager's office — not 
Ken in particular, just the office itself — they're out of 
whack," Gibson said. "The way it should work is, he 
should have went to the commission and said, 'Hey 
we need you to change this policy and these are the 

reasons why.' And then that's when the commission 
looks at it and says 'we agree' or 'we don't agree.'" 

 
'He got booed' 

The community's trust in its police department is 
always vulnerable. The drunken-driving incidents 
and the accusations of residents and commissioners 
have clearly taken a toll. 
 
Domenico said considering the police department's 
issues over the past 13 months, the decline in public 
opinion is justified. 
 
"Obviously the pendulum is swinging more to the 
negative because these things are being exposed," 
he said. "And then there's other people that are just 
gonna be, you know, 'I'm not gonna go there, I'm not 
gonna think negative.' And they want to think 
optimistic, which is healthy, but it's gotten to the point 
where those people have to realize that, that's not 
realistic to think like that." 
 
Gibson recalled playing in a local celebrity basketball 
game with Chief Jackie Hampton a year ago. 
 
"He got booed when they introduced everybody," 
Gibson said. "He got booed. And there were a 
couple hundred people there." 
 
That had to affect him, he said — and it has to affect 
the chief while on the job, too. 
 
Gibson, who said he witnessed a homicide and 
learned after speaking with police officers that they 
often have trouble with people refusing to come 
forward to talk, said much of the department's woes 
with public opinion could be rectified by creating 
personal relationships with residents. 
 
He also said many of the police department's 
accomplishments have been overlooked. 
 
"In 2005, there was a big gang problem in Battle 
Creek," he said. "I mean, it was getting pretty scary 
there for a minute. And the Gang Suppression Unit 



actually did a really good job at getting that to 
subside." 
 
Sherzer said the tarnished reputation isn't fair to the 
"average officer out there doing the right thing, trying 
to do their job." 
 
"Things happen," he said. "People are human. Guys 
go to the bar, they have a few extra drinks and they 
get in the car and they make a bad choice. People 
are human. But the challenge of leadership is, how 
do you handle those mistakes within your agency?" 
 
Sherzer applauded Tsuchiyama's performance in a 
number of areas and said the city manager needs 
goals and standards from the commission so his 
performance isn't based on board members' "gut 
instincts." 
 
But Tsuchiyama has assumed some of the police 
chief's responsibilities, he said, rather that address 
the department's leaders, which he said "lack of all 
traits necessary for people to be sitting in the seats 
they're sitting in." 
 
"I think they're probably hoping people just go away, 
quite honestly," Sherzer said. "You know, there's 
kind of a mentality in police chief worlds that, 'All I 
gotta do is survive the news cycle. If I can just get 
through the news cycle, something else is going to 
happen. And everyone is going to forget about my 
issue.' 
 
"The problem is, nobody's forgetting about the issue. 
And so, at some point there's a question on the floor, 
and it needs to be answered. And if I'm the 
commission, I'm looking at the city manager and 
saying, 'Get this off my agenda. Or I gotta find 
somebody who can.'" 
 

No vision 
"Is the public going to get mad when we have an 
officer break the law? Of course," said Helmboldt. 
"We all care. And it can be frustrating. You know, a 
lot of times people will say to us, 'Don't you care? 
Obviously this is wrong.' Yes, obviously this is 

wrong. The department is dealing with these 
individuals." 
 
Others, including Sherzer and Domenico — and 
Walters at past public meetings — have called for an 
outside party to come in. The move could help 
resolve issues within the police department, 
Domenico said. 
 
"There's businesses and companies that can come 
in and help us out and do those things," he said. "It's 
not a discipline. It's a, 'Hey, how can we make it 
better?' And if we're not always looking for that, then 
we're not going to improve." 
 
Sherzer said a third party could act as a mediator in 
the debate. 
 
"I don't know who this party is. Certainly not me," he 
said. "Because I don't think anyone is going to have 
faith if commission comes out and says, 'not a 
problem.' Because that's all they've been doing — 
and I'm hesitating because I haven't walked in their 
shoes, but the outward appearance is dysfunction." 
 
Behnke said he has heard from residents who say 
the matter can be handled "internally" — by the 
community itself. He also said the commission will 
soon look into developing a five-year plan to coincide 
with goals that have been outlined within department 
— a move Baldwin applauded, saying she was 
excited there was a board in place that is eager to do 
some goal-setting. 
 
The mayor said she did not believe there needed to 
be any changes in leadership. Tsuchiyama has put 
forth steps to reach the goals that have been 
outlined by the commission, Baldwin said, and some 
of them are already being put into place. 
 
Behnke agreed. 
 
"(Tsuchiyama) has the integrity," he said. "He has 
the intuition to move forward, to make the best 
policies for the people of Battle Creek. And I believe 
our situation in Battle Creek can be rectified by 

working together as a community — that's what's 
more important than anything else." 
 
Helmboldt said officials involved in local economic 
development and foundations have been known to 
spearhead local efforts. But with a commission-
manager form of policy-making and an unelected 
mayor, he said, the community may be hard-pressed 
to find leadership from city government. 
 
It's time be bold, said Helmboldt. 
 
"There's no sort of one person or one entity to look 
for leadership," he said. "So, you don't really get 
coming out, any sort of visionary ideas — here's 
what we want for our community going forward." 

 
Follow the leader? 

"I say, if you're going to complain, at least have a 
way to change it," said Gibson. "So currently it's a lot 
of complaining and I don't hear anyone offering any 
ideas of, you know, 'it's bad now but this is how we 
can make it better.' It's just nitpick, nitpick, nitpick. 
And that kind of stuff creates hostility towards 
people." 
 
Perhaps the commission, and not Tsuchiyama, 
deserved the 2.67 average evaluation score, said 
Sofia. 
 
"Obviously, Ken's performance is tied to our own," 
she said. "I don't think that you can give the city 
manager a free pass but then the commission 
doesn't get a free pass, either. If there are legitimate 
issues out there that residents bring forward and 
they're not being addressed, it is our job to say, 
'Come on. We need to be responsive.'" 
 
But it's also important to know, Sofia said, that "just 
because you don't see something happening, 
doesn't mean it's not." 
 
Baldwin agreed. 
 
"I think you have to keep that in mind," she said. 
"And this is a big organization and we need to make 



sure that we respond appropriately, that we do not 
jump to conclusions without really finding out the 
facts out there." 
 
Domenico said city employees have approached him 
with information, he said, but do not want it to be 
disclosed to the rest of the commissioners — which 
may contribute to the breakdown in leadership, he 
admitted, but is due to lack of trust and a fear of 
"retaliation that's legit." 
 
"I'm not part of the solution completely," he said. "I'm 
a big part of the problem. However, we're all part of 
the problem." 
 
He added, "I blame all levels. I blame the 
commission — I blame the commission on the Sept. 
17 of 2012, when we decided not to have the 
workshop. And I stated it clearly right then and there, 
the fault of what's going on in our administration has 
now bled into our city commission." 
 
While opinions differ in whether the responsibility 
falls on the police chief or the city manager's office, 
Domenico and others have called on the mayor to 
now take the lead. 
 
"I don't understand why a long time ago, Mayor 
Baldwin didn't get with Ken Tsuchiyama and say, 
'This is your problem. This isn't my problem. And I'm 
not making it my problem. You deal with it, or we're 
going to have to have a conversation,'" said Sherzer. 
"It's just the basic lines of leadership and the basic 
lines of accountability, and somehow those have 
gotten blurred." 
 
Mark Jones, a candidate for Ward 3, said the issues 
have now become a "systemic problem" and now 
one that goes beyond city administration. 
 
"It's really the city manager's control of the city 
government," he said, "and they would like the city 
manager to be 'the buck stops here.' The problem is, 
that's not what we have. We don't elect our city 
manager and ultimately, the city commission is 

responsible for every single thing that happens with 
the city government." 
 
And has the fiasco, with commissioners taking up 
investigations of their own and others standing 
behind the city manager's office, caused more 
harmed than good? 
 
"The harm is already created," said Domenico, 
whose actions have been met with a divided 
reception from city residents. "I'm just exposing the 
harm. And if that makes me the bad person, so be it. 
But I stand by everything I've said. Is more harm 
being caused? Maybe, but that's because we're only 
finding out the truth of what's going on. It's not my 
activities causing this to happen. I think it's the 
activities of others." 
 
And if the rest of city government isn't willing to have 
the conversation, he said, "they're continuing to be 
part of the problem." 
 
Baldwin defended the commission's track record in 
leadership and said she hears more often than not 
that the public is supportive of staff and that they can 
see the work through the city's progress. She also 
said some of the critics' own priorities should be 
recognized. 
 
"I think that the city manager is trying to address a lot 
of these things at the city level and talking about 
improving their processes there, their reporting," she 
said. "I think that in a lot of way, the commissioners 
are still trying to bring it up at the commission level." 
 
Many members of the public trust their city 
commission, Baldwin said — and they stand behind 
the police department. 
 
Like Domenico, Helmboldt has also called for a 
conversation. He said as public perception continues 
to be damaged, the city needs to have a talk: Does 
the public feel safe and does it think it's protected by 
a good police department? He said he gathered from 
talks with Hampton and Tsuchiyama that they also 

welcome the conversation, but admitted he hasn't 
publicly pushed for it for some time. 
 
That conversation seems simple, but it hasn't 
happened. And it may be because there hasn't been 
a united push for it by leadership. 
 
Specifically, it hasn't come from city administration's 
boss: the nine-person commission. And that may be 
where it needs to come from the most, Helmboldt 
conceded. 
 
"Yes," said Helmboldt. "That's a fair criticism. 
Absolutely." 

 
 
 

Domenico's allegations 
First-term Commissioner Jeff Domenico, who 
represents Ward 5, has been a vocal critic of the 
Battle Creek Police Department's leadership, and 
has asked other law enforcement agencies to look 
into the department. Those requests were denied. 
Among his complaints: 
 
— The use of take-home vehicles violated city 
ordinance. The commission has since updated the 
ordinance to expressly give supervisors discretion on 
assigning vehicles. 
— Domenico accused officers and staff of altering 
records to cover up wrongdoing. 
— He alleges that officers who speak up against 
corruption are subject to intimidation and threats. 
 — Domenico charges that Todd Madsen's demotion 
for his role in the investigation of a crash involving 
two intoxicated officers was in-name only and that he 
continues to receive lieutenant's pay. 
— Domenico accuses the department of engaging in 
favoritism and changing of established guidelines 
when deciding promotions. 
 
 


