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The city of Battle Creek has been operating 
without a police chief and an assistant 
manager. Now it’s without a CEO. 
 
Battle Creek City Manager Ken Tsuchiyama’s 
announcement Wednesday that he will step 
down later this month leaves the city 
commission to fill three leadership roles amid 
an already strained relationship with 
administration. 
 
“I’m really proud of what we’ve accomplished 
as an organization and as a community,” 
Tsuchiyama said as he sat in his office 
Wednesday afternoon. “And while none of the 
stuff that’s been done has been done solely 
by me, I like to think that I’ve been apart of 
quite a few positive things.” 
 
The 58-year-old’s departure, after nearly 30 
years with the city and some five years as 
manager, was called a retirement in a 
statement by the city. Tsuchiyama’s last day 
is Feb. 21 and commissioners will vote at 
their next meeting on a separation agreement 
and whether to appoint Community Services 
Director Susan Bedsole as interim city 
manager. 
 
Bedsole did not return a call from the Enquirer 
on Wednesday. 
 
In an email to staff, Tsuchiyama said he and 
Mayor Dave Walters “agreed that the 
commission and I differ in our views regarding 
the direction of the city.” 
 
What those differences are, however, are 
unclear. In the news release, Walters 
expressed confidence in “quality people” who 

will able to step into the vacant leadership 
roles. He said little of Tsuchiyama’s tenure 
but thanked him for “his decades of service to 
the city” and said he anticipated a smooth 
transition. 
 
Walters did not return three calls from the 
Enquirer for further comment. 
 
 “I’m not perfect. I don’t know anybody that 
is,” Tsuchiyama said. “There have been some 
things that when I look back, I wish I could do 
differently. But there are also things that I 
think I’ve been criticized for that I’m not sure I 
deserve, or at least there is more than just me 
involved in things. And so, you know, that’s 
life. I’m not dwelling on that kind of stuff. 
 
“Again, when I look at my job, there are a lot 
of responsibilities on a lot of different levels 
from a lot of different perspectives. But when 
it comes right down to it, as a city manager 
my two primary responsibilities are to look out 
for this community and to look out for the 
staff. To lead the staff.” 
 
Domenico said the city is now in “uncharted 
territory” but denied that Tsuchiyama had 
been forced out. Still, he also said he doesn’t 
believe in coincidences. 
 
“I see this as a glass half-full, and I believe 
that this is an opportunity,” Domenico said. 
“And it’s not a setback. It’s an opportunity to 
get things on a fresh slate.” 
 
Tsuchiyama, too, denied he had been ousted. 
He also said he did not anticipate his 
departure when the new city commission was 
elected in November, instead treating the new 



board as business-as-usual — working with 
new representatives. 
 
“Every commission is different,” Tsuchiyama 
said. “The last the few elections, we’ve had 
quite a bit of turnover. And with that, I mean, it 
changes the complexion of the commission 
and you don’t really know what’s going to 
happen until you start working with folks.” 
 
When Tsuchiyama started working for the city 
in 1985, he said he only anticipated sticking 
around for five years. Since then, he has 
served as a traffic engineer, director of public 
works and assistant city manager. In recent 
years, he has helped lead the organization to 
sound financial ground despite cutbacks and 
the economic downturn. 
 
Tsuchiyama praised city staff, saying they 
were focused on the right things and made 
sure the city felt a minimal impact on services, 
given the reductions. 
 
Behnke applauded Tsuchiyama’s tenure, 
saying he has never worked with a city 
manager who is better connected with the 
community. Behnke pointed to Tsuchiyama’s 
involvement with job growth and his strong 
relationships with many entities, from Battle 
Creek’s largest nonprofits to its local families. 
 
But Behnke said he would have preferred to 
see Tsuchiyama stay at least 60 days after 
announcing his retirement. He said he didn’t 
learn his departure was in the works until 
Tuesday afternoon. 
 
“I know that he was tired,” Behnke said. “I 
know there were some petty hangups by a 

few of the commissioners. And I don’t want to 
get to pointing fingers at anyone, but clearly 
the votes were there and it’s unfortunate.” 
 
He added, “We’re going to come together as 
a commission. I guess more than anything 
else, I’ve received a wake-up call to have a 
better understanding of what’s taking place on 
the commission. And we’ll do that.” 
 
With Jim Ritsema’s departure for Kalamazoo 
late last year, the city does not have an 
assistant city manager. It is also seeking a 
police chief after the Jan. 31 retirement of 
Chief Jackie Hampton and just recently hired 
a new fire chief, Dave Schmaltz, after months 
of the position being vacant. 
 
“There’s certainly a lot of uncertainty here,” 
Tsuchiyama said. “And that makes some folks 
uncomfortable, but I’ve always said that we 
have a great staff here. I’ve always said that I 
would put our city staff against any municipal 
staff across the state. And I firmly believe 
that. And there’s no question in my mind that 
this staff will rise to the occasion and get 
through it until we can get these positions 
filled on a permanent basis.” 
 
Dr. Joe Schwarz, a former Battle Creek mayor 
and ex-Congressman, said he was concerned 
by the current vacant positions within city 
government. He applauded Tsuchiyama’s 
performance as city manager, saying he was 
“eminently competent” and “an exceptionally 
able administrator.” 
 
He criticized some of the commissioners’ lack 
of political experience and said the officials 
should “disagree without being disagreeable.” 

“One of the surest signs of immaturity is to 
start throwing your power to hire and fire 
around with no plausible alternative,” he said 
Wednesday. “So, what you’re left with are 
vacant positions, usually key positions, and a 
bad taste in everyone’s mouth. Organizational 
holes are very difficult to fill if the pathway that 
got you to where you are is strewn with 
bodies. And that’s what I fear we have here.” 
 
Frank Peterson, who was the manager in 
Springfield before taking a job in Muskegon 
last year, said Tsuchiyama was a good 
collaborator who was always willing to try to 
find a solution despite the challenges. 
Peterson said Tsuchiyama helped him 
understand what a good leader is and said he 
was confident his legacy would be a good 
one. 
 
But Peterson also recognized the job 
uncertainty that comes with the city manager 
position. 
 
“Sometimes the desire of your employer can 
change,” he said. 
 
Tsuchiyama said he’s unsure of what’s next 
for him but doubts that he’ll fully embrace 
retired life. And while his departure is 
bittersweet, he said he is prepared and “OK 
with it.” 
 
“I know the role of the city manager is not one 
that often has a long tenure to it,” Tsuchiyama 
said. “When I stepped into this role, I knew that 
it could be one year, it could be five years — 
who knows? You just never know. So it’s one of 
those things where I’ve always kind of prepared 
myself for the fact that it could end tomorrow.” 

 


