
Michigan Department of State
Campaign Finance Complaint Form

This complaint form may be used to file a complaint alleging that someone violated the Michigan Campaign 
Finance Act (MCFA). Electronic submission of the form to BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov is strongly recommended. 
For instructions on how to complete this form, see the Campaign Finance Complaint Guidebook & Procedures 
document. All spaces are required unless otherwise indicated.

Section 1. Complainant 
Your name Daytime telephone number

Mailing address

City State Zip

Email (recommended)

Section 2. Alleged Violator (Respondent)
Name

Mailing address

City State Zip

Email (recommended)

Committee ID (optional)

Please include email addresses to expedite processing time and mitigate mail delays.

 Section 3. Allegations  (use additional sheets if more space is needed)

Section(s) of the MCFA alleged to be violated:
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https://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/mcl/pdf/mcl-act-388-of-1976.pdf
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Explain how these sections were violated:

Evidence included with the submission of the complaint that supports the allegations: 

 Section 4. Certification (required)

I certify that to the best of my knowledge, information, and belief, formed after a reasonable inquiry 
under the circumstances, each factual contention of this complaint is supported by evidence.

Signature of complainant Date
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 Section 5. Certification without Evidence (supplemental to Section 4)

If, after a reasonable inquiry under the circumstances, you are unable to certify that certain factual 
contentions are supported by evidence as indicated above, you may make the following certification:

I certify that to the best of my knowledge, information, or belief, there are grounds to conclude that the following 
specifically identified factual contentions are likely to be supported by evidence after a reasonable opportunity 

for further inquiry. Those specific contentions are:

Signature of Complainant Date

Section 15(8) of the MCFA provides that a person who files a complaint with a false certification is 
responsible for a civil violation of the MCFA. The person may be required to pay a civil fine of up 
to $1,000 and some, or all, of the expenses incurred by the Michigan Department of State and the 
alleged violator as a direct result of the filing of the complaint.

 Section 6. Submission

Once completed, submit the complaint form with your evidence to BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov. 
Alternatively, you may mail or hand deliver the complaint form with your evidence to the address 
below. The complaint is considered filed upon receipt by the Bureau of Elections.

Michigan Department of State
Bureau of Elections

Richard H. Austin Building – 1st Floor
430 West Allegan Street
Lansing, Michigan 48918
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From: James Ernest
To: MDOS-BOERegulatory
Subject: Re: Campaign finance violation by Mark Hardy
Date: Sunday, May 7, 2023 7:03:01 PM

CAUTION: This is an External email. Please send suspicious emails to
abuse@michigan.gov

Please find attached an addition item in support of my campaign finance complaint against
Mark Hardy. This was posted on Caledonia Matters, a closed Facebook group, on Friday. Her
post describes the VOTE NO campaign as a collaboration of Mark Hardy with others.

The screengrab jpeg is available to you as
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ajwh9yjch9d5w9v/Hardy_WifeDescribesHisCampaign.jpg?dl=0.

On Tue, Apr 25, 2023 at 3:32 PM James Ernest <james.ernest@gmail.com> wrote:
Dear BoE:
Can you confirm receipt?
Thanks
James Ernest

On Mon, Apr 24, 2023 at 5:05 PM James Ernest <james.ernest@gmail.com> wrote:
Please find attached: ComplaintAgainstMarkHardy__sig.pdf

Evidence: various PNB, JPEG, and PDF attachments.

This material is also all in this Dropbox folder:
https://tinyurl.com/23y9ftb9
= https://www.dropbox.com/sh/jgusgw20upzs06v/AAAusOZ08qExEG43UaTgzfSla?dl=0
------------------------------
James D. Ernest
9084 Costner Dr SE
Caledonia, MI 49316
(616) 558-2659 / james.ernest@gmail.com
----------------------------- 

mailto:james.ernest@gmail.com
mailto:MDOS-BOERegulatory@michigan.gov
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dropbox.com%2Fs%2Fajwh9yjch9d5w9v%2FHardy_WifeDescribesHisCampaign.jpg%3Fdl%3D0&data=05%7C01%7CMDOS-BOERegulatory%40michigan.gov%7Cda21ef07ba0443a7c45608db4f4ee061%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C638190973805382842%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=LeDKiklqzPQdTd%2F%2FwaANZsPOLQP%2BB16Zf3j8m3iWu0w%3D&reserved=0
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MICHIGAN BUREAU OF  ELECTIONS  

RICHARD H .  AUSTIN BUILDING ●  1ST FLOOR ●  430  W.  ALLEGAN ●  LANSING,  MICHIGAN 48918  
Mi ch i gan .gov/E le ct i ons  ●  (517)  335-0170  

May 11, 2023 
Mark Hardy 
5695 Johnson St SE 
Caledonia, MI 49316 
 
Re: Ernest v. Hardy 

Campaign Finance Complaint No. 23-031 
 
Dear Mr. Hardy: 
 
The Department of State (Department) has received a formal complaint alleging you have 
violated MCL 169.247 of the Michigan Campaign Finance Act (MCFA) by failing to include an 
identification statement on printed ads, lawn signs and flyers. Pictures are included with the 
complaint; a copy of the complaint is enclosed. 
 
The MCFA and corresponding administrative rules require a person who produces printed 
material that relates to an election include the phrase “Paid for by [name and address of the 
person who paid for the item].”  MCL 169.247(1), R 169.36(2). A knowing violation constitutes 
a misdemeanor offense punishable by a fine of up to $1,000.00, imprisonment for up to 93 days, 
or both. MCL 169.247(6). 
 
Upon review, the evidence submitted supports the conclusion that a potential violation of the Act 
has occurred. From the outset, the Department must consider whether the materials fall within 
the ambit of the MCFA. Because the materials explicitly advocate for the election or defeat of a 
candidate, or for the passage or defeat of a ballot proposal, the materials contain express 
advocacy as defined by the Act. MCL 169.206(2)(j). As explained above, such materials must 
contain a “paid for by” statement listing the name and address of the committee purchasing the 
materials. However, the evidence shows that the materials at issue here omit part or all of that 
required statement. That absence supports the conclusion that a potential violation of the MCFA 
has occurred. 
 
After reaching this conclusion, the Act requires the Department to “endeavor to correct the 
violation or prevent a further violation by using informal methods” if it finds that “there may be 
reason to believe that a violation … has occurred [.]” MCL 169.215(10). The objective of an 
informal resolution is “to correct the violation or prevent a further violation.” Id.   
 
Given this, the Department concludes that a formal warning is a sufficient resolution to the 
complaint and is hereby advising you that MCL 169.247(1) and R 169.36(2) require you to print 
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a complete and accurate identification statement on all campaign materials, consisting of the 
phrase “paid for by” followed by the full name and address of your committee. 
 
Note that all printed materials referencing you or your candidacy produced in the future must 
include this identification statement. For all materials currently in circulation, the paid for by 
statement must be corrected. If this information has been included in your materials and you 
wish to rebut the Department’s conclusion, you must respond in writing to the Department 
within 15 business days of the date of this letter otherwise the Department will treat the 
complaint as resolved. 
 
Please be advised that this notice has served to remind you of your obligation under the Act to 
identify your printed matter and may be used in future proceedings as evidence that tends to 
establish a knowing violation of the Act. A knowing violation is a misdemeanor offense and may 
merit referral to the Attorney General for enforcement action. MCL 169.247(6), 215(10). 
     

Sincerely, 
 
Regulatory Section 
Bureau of Elections 
Michigan Department of State 
 

Enclosure 
c: James Ernest 
 





 

 
MICHIGAN BUREAU OF  ELECTIONS  

RICHARD H .  AUSTIN BUILDING ●  1ST FLOOR ●  430  W.  ALLEGAN ●  LANSING,  MICHIGAN 48918  
Mi ch i gan .gov/E le ct i ons  ●  (517)  335-3234  

June 15, 2023 
James Ernest 
9084 Costner Dr. SE 
Caledonia, MI 49316       
 
Re: Ernest v. Hardy  

Campaign Finance Complaint No. 23-031  
 

Dear Mr. Ernest: 
 
The Department of State received a response from Mark Hardy to the complaint you filed against 
them alleging a violation of the Michigan Campaign Finance Act, 1976 P.A. 388, MCL 169.201 
et seq. A copy of the response is provided as an enclosure with this letter. 
 
You may file a rebuttal statement after reviewing the enclosed response. If you elect to file a 
rebuttal statement, you are required to do so within 10 business days of the date of this letter. The 
rebuttal statement may be emailed to BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov or mailed to the 
Department of State, Bureau of Elections, Richard H. Austin Building, 1st Floor, 430 West 
Allegan Street, Lansing, Michigan 48918.  
  
 

Sincerely, 
 
Regulatory Section 

                                                                                                Bureau of Elections 
                                                                                                Michigan Department of State 

 
 
c: Mark Hardy 
Enclosure 
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From: James Ernest
To: MDOS-BOERegulatory
Subject: Re: Campaign Finance Complaint #23-031
Date: Sunday, June 25, 2023 5:23:34 PM

CAUTION: This is an External email. Please send suspicious emails to
abuse@michigan.gov

I wish to revise the letter that I emailed to you at 3:38 PM today. Please discard that letter
and accept the following as my response to Mark Hardy’s rebuttal. 
 
Department of State
Bureau of Elections
Richard H. Austin Building, 1st floor
430 West Allegan Street
Lansing MI 48918
 
emailed to: BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov
 
RE: Ernest v. Hardy, Campaign Finance Complaint 23-031
 
I am in receipt of your letter of June 15, and with it Mark Hardy’s May 30 response to
my complaint.
 
Mark Hardy does not mention fliers, but he acknowledges that he created and distributed
campaign lawn signs and placed newspaper ads, and that that he did not use a “paid for
by” disclosure statement. He asserts that he paid for everything out of his own pocket. I
have no evidence as to that. His wife’s statement on social media
(Hardy_WifeDescribesHisCampaign.jpg in the original submission) makes me wonder
about that assertion but does not contradict it. (She wrote: “The bond campaign was truly
a grass roots effort. With two amazing warriors at his side and a few hundred bucks they
accomplished so much.”)
 
So it appears that that Mark Hardy does not deny the facts of the matter.
 
With regard to the law: It appears to me that Mark Hardy has offered no legal argument
against the finding in your May 11 letter to him that his actions were in violation of
various Michigan laws. He simply denies that as a self-funded citizen he was required to
use a disclosure statement, contradicting your finding without evidence or argument. He
simply states his opinion that the principle of freedom of speech invalidates campaign
finance laws or at least makes them inapplicable to himself.
 
I therefore request that you reject Mark Hardy’s rebuttal, uphold your May 11 finding,

mailto:james.ernest@gmail.com
mailto:MDOS-BOERegulatory@michigan.gov


and reiterate to him the warning and the advice in that May 11 letter. I believe it would
also be suitable and useful for you to require Mark Hardy to publish in the Sun and News
a disclosure of his responsibility for the anonymous advertisements published in the
April 15 and April 22 editions of the Sun and News, together with an acknowledgment
that those ads were in violation of Michigan campaign finance law.

You may see the rest of this letter as an addendum explaining my sense of the
importance of a decisive finding in this matter.
 
Since Mark Hardy invokes the principle of freedom of speech in support of his right to
distribute signs and place ads without regard to campaign finance laws, I want to make
you aware of two items that were not included in my complaint.
 

1.   On Saturday, April 22, 2023, at a community event in Caledonia, Mark Hardy
confronted a leader of the pro-bond campaign, in front of her children,
threatening to sue her for handing out pro-bond fliers. I did not witness this
event. I heard about it from someone who was told by the mother whom Mark
Hardy confronted and threatened. I have full confidence in the report.
2.   Around one hundred pro-bond signs were stolen from locations around
Caledonia, defaced with “VOTE NO” in lettering closely resembling the
stenciled letters in the “VOTE NO” slogan on Mark Hardy’s signs, and replaced
on May 1. A complaint was filed with the Kent County Sheriff’s Office. I do not
know whether KCSO attempted to investigate. An obvious first step would have
been to interview Mark Hardy, who was the only obvious public leader of the
vote-no movement. He could be asked to identify the “amazing warriors” who
according to his wife were by his side, and they could all be asked what they
know about the defacing of pro-bond signs. I have retained two of the defaced
signs and would gladly make them available to investigators. Not having stolen
any of Mark Hardy’s signs, I have not been able to compare the lettering closely.
I do have photographs of a couple of Mark Hardy’s signs; they were in the
packet that I original presented. 

 
As should be clear from my wording in these two items, I am unable to make a formal
complaint to you regarding either of these incidents.
 
But these events do affect my understanding of the commitment of Mark Hardy and his
fellow vote-no warriors to freedom of speech. And they affect my sense that it is
important to have a clear ruling and appropriate remediation in this case.
 
Thank you for your attention. I look forward to your finding in this matter. The future of
political campaigns in the Caledonia Community Schools district depends on the
willingness of citizens to adhere to, and of officials to enforce, laws meant to safeguard
the integrity of our election processes.



 
James Ernest



From: James Ernest
To: MDOS-BOERegulatory
Subject: Re: Campaign Finance Complaint #23-031
Date: Monday, June 26, 2023 1:50:49 PM
Attachments: VanGessel_p2.PNG

VanGessel-p1.PNG

CAUTION: This is an External email. Please send suspicious emails to
abuse@michigan.gov

Supplementary to my response to Mark Hardy's rebuttal, I attach for your consideration
photographs of notice sent to Eric VanGessel, candidate for trustee in the Caledonia
Community Schools election of November 2022, that Mark Hardy had complained that Eric
had omitted the required paid-for-by notice from his campaign yard signs.

The photographs are attached as:

- VanGessel-p1.PNG
- VanGessel-p2.PNG

This September 2022 document establishes that Mark Hardy's own violation of the same
regulation in 2023 was a "knowing violation." The letter to Eric VanGessel (which
erroneously includes the name of another candidate, "Dear Ms. Timmer") includes this
statement: "A knowing violation constitutes a misdemeanor offense punishable by a fine of up
to $1,000, imprisonment for up to 93 days, or both. MCL 169.247(6)." I do not advocate
imprisonment for Mark Hardy. I suggest that a fine of a token amount would be appropriate.

(On learning of his inadvertent violation in September 2022, Eric VanGessel promptly order
stickers with the required statement and affixed them to all his signs. It is worth noting that at
that early stage in his campaign, Eric VanGessel's campaign was entirely self-funded. I
remember being told early on that community members had warned Mark Hardy that his
materials needed to include a paid-for-by disclosure. I could seek documentation if it would be
helpful.)

James Ernest

mailto:james.ernest@gmail.com
mailto:MDOS-BOERegulatory@michigan.gov






On Sun, Jun 25, 2023 at 5:23 PM James Ernest <james.ernest@gmail.com> wrote:
I wish to revise the letter that I emailed to you at 3:38 PM today. Please discard that letter
and accept the following as my response to Mark Hardy’s rebuttal. 
 
Department of State
Bureau of Elections
Richard H. Austin Building, 1st floor
430 West Allegan Street
Lansing MI 48918
 
emailed to: BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov
 

mailto:james.ernest@gmail.com


RE: Ernest v. Hardy, Campaign Finance Complaint 23-031
 
I am in receipt of your letter of June 15, and with it Mark Hardy’s May 30 response to
my complaint.
 
Mark Hardy does not mention fliers, but he acknowledges that he created and
distributed campaign lawn signs and placed newspaper ads, and that that he did not use
a “paid for by” disclosure statement. He asserts that he paid for everything out of his
own pocket. I have no evidence as to that. His wife’s statement on social media
(Hardy_WifeDescribesHisCampaign.jpg in the original submission) makes me wonder
about that assertion but does not contradict it. (She wrote: “The bond campaign was
truly a grass roots effort. With two amazing warriors at his side and a few hundred
bucks they accomplished so much.”)
 
So it appears that that Mark Hardy does not deny the facts of the matter.
 
With regard to the law: It appears to me that Mark Hardy has offered no legal
argument against the finding in your May 11 letter to him that his actions were in
violation of various Michigan laws. He simply denies that as a self-funded citizen he
was required to use a disclosure statement, contradicting your finding without evidence
or argument. He simply states his opinion that the principle of freedom of speech
invalidates campaign finance laws or at least makes them inapplicable to himself.
 
I therefore request that you reject Mark Hardy’s rebuttal, uphold your May 11 finding,
and reiterate to him the warning and the advice in that May 11 letter. I believe it would
also be suitable and useful for you to require Mark Hardy to publish in the Sun and
News a disclosure of his responsibility for the anonymous advertisements published in
the April 15 and April 22 editions of the Sun and News, together with an
acknowledgment that those ads were in violation of Michigan campaign finance law.

You may see the rest of this letter as an addendum explaining my sense of the
importance of a decisive finding in this matter.
 
Since Mark Hardy invokes the principle of freedom of speech in support of his right to
distribute signs and place ads without regard to campaign finance laws, I want to make
you aware of two items that were not included in my complaint.
 

1.   On Saturday, April 22, 2023, at a community event in Caledonia, Mark
Hardy confronted a leader of the pro-bond campaign, in front of her children,
threatening to sue her for handing out pro-bond fliers. I did not witness this
event. I heard about it from someone who was told by the mother whom Mark
Hardy confronted and threatened. I have full confidence in the report.
2.   Around one hundred pro-bond signs were stolen from locations around



Caledonia, defaced with “VOTE NO” in lettering closely resembling the
stenciled letters in the “VOTE NO” slogan on Mark Hardy’s signs, and
replaced on May 1. A complaint was filed with the Kent County Sheriff’s
Office. I do not know whether KCSO attempted to investigate. An obvious
first step would have been to interview Mark Hardy, who was the only obvious
public leader of the vote-no movement. He could be asked to identify the
“amazing warriors” who according to his wife were by his side, and they could
all be asked what they know about the defacing of pro-bond signs. I have
retained two of the defaced signs and would gladly make them available to
investigators. Not having stolen any of Mark Hardy’s signs, I have not been
able to compare the lettering closely. I do have photographs of a couple of
Mark Hardy’s signs; they were in the packet that I original presented. 

 
As should be clear from my wording in these two items, I am unable to make a formal
complaint to you regarding either of these incidents.
 
But these events do affect my understanding of the commitment of Mark Hardy and his
fellow vote-no warriors to freedom of speech. And they affect my sense that it is
important to have a clear ruling and appropriate remediation in this case.
 
Thank you for your attention. I look forward to your finding in this matter. The future
of political campaigns in the Caledonia Community Schools district depends on the
willingness of citizens to adhere to, and of officials to enforce, laws meant to safeguard
the integrity of our election processes.
 
James Ernest



 

 

MICHIGAN BUREAU  OF ELECTIONS 
R ICHARD H.  AUSTIN BUILDING ●  1ST FLOOR  ●  430  W. ALLEGAN ●  LANSING,  MICHIGAN 48918 

M i chigan .gov /E lec t i ons  ●  ( 517)  335-3234 

July 27, 2023 

Mark Hardy 

5695 Johnson St SE 

Caledonia, MI 49316      

 

Re: Ernest v. Hardy 

Campaign Finance Complaint No. 23-031 

Dear Mr. Hardy: 

 

The Department of State (Department) has finished investigating the campaign finance 

complaint filed against you by James Ernest alleging that you violated the Michigan Campaign 

Finance Act (MCFA or Act). This letter concerns the disposition of that complaint. 

 

The complaint alleged that you failed to include an identification statement on printed ads, lawn 

signs and flyers, in apparent violation of section 47 of the Act. 

 

You responded to the complaint by letter received June 1, 2023. In your response, you claimed 

that you did not fall under the Act’s requirements because you are not a committee, but rather a 

private citizen. You stated that you did not raise any money for any materials objecting to a 

school bond proposal on the ballot May 2, 2023, and that all costs were paid by you personally. 

Further, you stated that signs were placed only in locations for which you received permission.  

 

Mr. Ernest provided rebuttal statements in emails received June 25 and 26, 2023. With those 

statements, he included a prior campaign finance complaint submitted by you against Eric 

VanGessel, in which Mr. VanGessel was issued a warning for the same violation Mr. Ernest 

lodged against you. Mr. Ernest stated that your involvement in the earlier complaint established 

that your alleged violation was a knowing violation.  

 

He also made additional allegations that he had not included in the initial complaint but admitted 

that his lack of personal knowledge regarding the allegations meant that he was “unable to make 

a formal complaint to you regarding either of these incidents.” As such, the Department makes 

no determination regarding those allegations. 

 

The MCFA and corresponding administrative rules require a person who produces printed 

material that relates to an election include the phrase “Paid for by [name and address of the 

person who paid for the item].”  MCL 169.247(1), R 169.36(2). A knowing violation constitutes 

a misdemeanor offense punishable by a fine of up to $1,000.00, imprisonment for up to 93 days, 

or both. MCL 169.247(6). 
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By statutory definition, a committee is formed when “a person receives contributions or makes 

expenditures for the purpose of influencing or attempting to influence the action of the voters for 

or against [candidate, ballot question, etc.] if contributions received total $500.00 or more in a 

calendar year or expenditures made total $500.00 or more in a calendar year.” MCL 169.203(4). 

For purposes of determining whether a committee exists, the word “person” includes “a group of 

persons acting jointly.” MCL 169.211(2). The definition of “committee” explicitly states that 

“[a]n individual, other than a candidate, does not constitute a committee.” MCL 169.203(4) 

 

The Department has reviewed the evidence submitted in this matter and finds that insufficient 
evidence has been presented to support a finding of a potential violation of the MCFA. As you 
have indicated that you acted alone and Mr. Ernest has offered no evidence to the contrary, and 
because section 47’s disclosure requirements apply to committees and an individual other than a 
candidate (which you are not) does not constitute a committee, the Department concludes that 
there is insufficient evidence to find a potential violation of the Act.  
 
Because the violation of the MCFA alleged in the complaint has not been substantiated by  
sufficient evidence, the Department dismisses the complaint and will take no further enforcement 
action. If you have any questions concerning this matter, you may contact me at 
BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov.  
  

Sincerely, 
 

 

 

       Jenny McInerney, Regulatory Attorney 

Regulatory Section 

       Bureau of Elections 

       Michigan Department of State 

c: James Ernest   

mailto:BOERegulatory@Michigan.gov
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