
 
 
SOME OF THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE SUGAR LAW CENTER FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL JUSTICE IN 2017:  
 
FAIR PLAY FOR THE UNEMPLOYED 
Ending Michigan’s Corrupt Robo-Fraud System  
Over the past five years, the Sugar Law Center, along with allies, led efforts to 
expose errors in the State’s unemployment insurance system.  The errors 
resulted in tens of thousands of claimants being wrongfully charged with fraud 
and assessed steep monetary penalties.   The problems in the system arose after 
the State adopted a new automated computer system (“robo-fraud’) for 
investigating and determining fraudulent claims.  The system was put in place by 
officials seeking to help balance State budgets through increased fraud charges 
and unconscionable penalties. Sugar Law Center, along with the United Auto 
Workers (UAW) and individuals from across the State of Michigan, challenged 
the State’s automated system. In early 2017, a settlement was reached to end 
the automated system for making fraud determinations and requiring review of 
more than 23,000 cases where fraud was likely falsely charged.   
 
Representation of the Unemployed Wrongfully Charged with Fraud Penalties 
As a result of the State of Michigan’s “robo-fraud” system, thousands of unemployed workers were wrongfully charged with fraud and 
ordered to pay severe penalties.   While the automated system has ended, the fallout continues.  The Sugar Law Center continues to 
provide direct representation to claimants where the State continues to pursue bogus fraud charges – often because of errors in prior 
appeals and reviews.  We also continue to represent claimants who have not been reimbursed after having made payments to the 
State before their fraud charges were overturned.  Additionally, our office continues to train attorneys, provide free consultations, 
and conduct know your rights trainings in support of the wrongfully accused.   
 
Seeking Accountability from Corporate Enablers 
Arising from our five-year battle against Michigan’s unfair unemployment insurance practices, the Sugar Law Center joined as co-
counsel in a lawsuit against the vendors who designed and implemented the State of Michigan’s “robo-fraud” system. The case alleges 
that the designers of the software incorporated algorithms resulting in clear violations of claimants’ due process rights and that 
vendors were reckless in implementing a design that disregarded facts in favor of producing increased fraud charges and inflated 
penalties to help fill State coffers.  

 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
The Arc of the Moral Universe is Long 
After 22 years of struggle, the Sugar Law Center was greeted 
in the new year with news of an important environmental 
justice victory. For over two decades, we have had the 
privilege of representing the St. Francis Prayer Center and 
Father Phil Schmitter whose perseverance and dedication to 
justice for Flint residents was finally rewarded when the EPA's 
Office of Civil Rights entered a finding of discrimination 
against the State during the process of siting a waste 
incinerator in Flint. The finding was long overdue and is only 
the second finding of discrimination ever made by that office. 
The EPA's finding came as the result of a lawsuit filed by a 
coalition put together by co-counsel at EarthJustice with 

whom we and the Prayer Center have been working. The EPA’s findings are an indictment of long-standing practices at the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality that have discriminated against the citizens of Flint and communities of color throughout the 
State. 
 



Coke Breeze on the Waterfront – Stopped Again! 
Whatever name is given to the coke product that was being 
openly stored on the Detroit River, it has caused harm to the 
community. The Sugar Law Center, in partnership with the 
Great Lakes Environmental Law Center, filed suit for 
injunctive relief against Waterfront Petroleum, LLC from 
continuing to illegally store coke products openly on the 
Detroit Riverfront in southwest Detroit.  After filing our suit, 
the city imposed permit conditions prohibiting the open air 
storage of such products and introduced an ordinance that 
would impose conditions substantially similar to the 
remedies sought in our lawsuit.  As a result, we voluntarily 
dismissed the lawsuit pending the outcome of the ordinance 
process.  This summer the City Council adopted the 
ordinance effectively banning open air storage of coke 
byproducts near a residential neighborhood and adjacent to 
our waterways.  
 
Combatting Marathon Oil Petroleum Refinery Emissions 
The neighborhood referred to as 48217 (its zip code) is home to the only petroleum refinery in Michigan. A number of reports and a 
study by the University of Michigan confirmed that the area has one of the worst air qualities in the State. Sugar Law Center and co-
counsel previously filed a class action complaint against Marathon Oil for the environmental nuisances suffered throughout the 
community.  Last fall, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the lower court’s dismissal of the case and it is once again proceeding 
in federal court. 
 

WORKER JUSTICE 
Standing In Solidarity with Immigrant Workers  
Even non-union workers have a right to get together to improve their 
working conditions, and the Sugar Law Center trains workers on these 
rights as well as files federal claims with the National Labor Relations 
Board (NLRB) on their behalf.  In February, the SLC filed a NLRB complaint 
on behalf of approximately 20 Hispanic workers who were fired for 
participating in the “Day Without Immigrants” protests against the Trump 
administration’s practices and rhetoric targeting immigrants. After a 
favorable decision from the NLRB, the workers obtained a fair settlement. 
 
Advocating for LGBT Workers 
Last spring, the Sugar Law Center and co-counsel filed suit on behalf of a 
transgender McDonald’s employee who experienced multiple instances 
of sexual harassment and discrimination on the job.  Beyond having her 
genitals grabbed by a co-worker and hearing daily insults from co-
workers, managers also prevented her from using the restrooms used by 

other employees, relegating her to clean out and use a bathroom previously used as a storage closet. She reported the mistreatment 
to her managers and the franchise owner and was later fired.  SLC stands with our client and all LGBT workers’ right to fair and decent 
work including the right to work with dignity and be free from discrimination. 
 
A Measure of Justice for Laid Off Workers  
The Sugar Law Center continues to represent thousands of workers laid off with no advance notice as required by the Workers 
Adjustment and Retraining Notification (WARN) Act.  In 2017, settlements were reached with seven employers resulting in meaningful 
payments to affected workers.   
 
WAGE JUSTICE  
Exploitation of Vocational Students 
 Over the past decades, for-profit vocational programs have exploded.  Too often, such schools operate on a model where profits are 
derived from exploiting the availability of federal educational loans while providing little educational value or marketable skills to 
students.  After a lengthy court stay, the Sugar Law Center’s lawsuit on behalf of cosmetology students in Illinois, Tennessee, and 
Michigan heated up.  The class action suit challenges current trade school models that use students’ free labor to gain a marketplace 
advantage against stand-alone salons. Our suit alleges that students’ practical training requirements are being used by a for-profit 



company to obtain an advantage against competitors who must pay their staff and that the students’ labor must therefore be 
compensated. We hope that this case and others like it will help level the playing field for employers that pay fair wages to their 
workers and too often, must compete against companies who seek an advantage through unpaid labor. 
 
COMMUNITY JUSTICE  
Community Benefits Movement  
The Sugar Law Center has teamed up with a coalition of faith leaders, 
seniors, block clubs, community-based organizations and others, to 
educate families on various proposals for a community benefits process 
that seeks real accountability from corporations who makes unfulfilled 
promises in exchange for large tax breaks.  We seek to bring 
neighborhoods to the negotiating table with developers to ensure just 
economic opportunities for local residents and quality of life 
improvements for neighborhoods. Our office is proud to see the 
community benefits movement through an anti-poverty, racial justice 
and democratic rights lens. 
 
In May 2017, the Sugar Law Center, along with its partner organizations, 
held a second successful Statewide Community Benefits Conference. 
The conference was attended by more than one hundred individuals 
from dozens of grassroots organizations across the State of Michigan.   
We also continue to provide support to coalitions and communities 
across the State and nation.  Some of the communities that we have had 
the privilege of consulting and working with over the past year include 
organizations and activists in Somerville, MA, Chicago, IL, and St. Louis, 
MO, as well as communities throughout Michigan including Detroit, 
Hamtramck, Ypsilanti, Pontiac, Lansing, and Saginaw.  We are of proud 
of and thank our partners at the Equitable Detroit Coalition, West Grand Boulevard Community Coalition, and the North End 
Woodward Community Coalition with whom we work throughout the year.  
 
STANDING UP FOR LOW INCOME COMMUNITIES  
 
Unfair Traffic Penalties Target the Poor 
Along with our partners at Equal Justice Under the Law, SLC filed a class-action lawsuit against Michigan Secretary of State, Ruth 
Johnson. This lawsuit involves the issue of traffic fines and exorbitant driver responsibility fees in Michigan. When low-income persons 
cannot immediately pay, they lose their driver’s license. As a result, they are forced to choose between driving on a suspended license 
and incurring potentially more fines or the loss of their employment because of their inability to drive. Our plaintiffs are among the 
most vulnerable members of our communities and we are fighting for a fairer alternative to the ever increasing system of fees and 
fines that disproportionately impacts low-income persons. The lawsuit was filed in U.S. District Court in Detroit. 
 
Fair Funding for Low Income Communities 
Over the past decades, the State of Michigan has cut funding to municipalities that has negatively impacted city services and the 
quality of life of residents. Along with our co-counsel, SLC is representing the Taxpayers for Michigan Constitutional Government 
(TMCG).  The lawsuit is based on the State of Michigan’s failure to meet the revenue sharing requirements established by our State 
Constitution under the Headlee Amendment. In the spring, the Michigan Court of Appeals denied the State’s motion to peremptor ily 
dismiss the case. The court rejected all of the State’s procedural defenses and ordered that the case proceed to a full hearing on the 
merits. At the end of 2017, the parties filed cross-motions for summary dispositions which will be heard by the Michigan Court of 
Appeals in 2018.  The case alleges that the State of Michigan has purposefully and continually miscalculated the minimum percentage 
that is required to be paid to local governments resulting in shortfalls of more than $1 billion to municipalities and school districts. 
 
 Democracy Emergency: PA 436 Must Go! 
We continue to oppose Michigan’s emergency manager (EM) law and work to prevent its spreading to other states facing financial 
stress. Unfortunately, the appellate courts denied our appeals of the lower court’s dismissal of our Voting Rights Act and due process 
claims.  However our Equal Protection claim alleging that the Emergency Manager Law discriminates against predominately African-
American communities was refiled in the fall and is now, again, before the U.S. District Court in Detroit.  Additionally, SLC joined as co-
petitioners on a complaint to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.  The complaint alleges violations of the human rights 
of Flint residents during the period that the city was under emergency management when the water crisis occurred.  
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