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Beyond the Bubble: Perceptions of Drug Crime in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula
By Tristin Smith

Tristin Smith is a research assistant at the University of Michigan’s Center for Local, State, and Urban Policy
(CLOSUP), where she works on the Center’s “Close Up on the UP” project. She is a third-year in the School of
Information majoring in Information Analysis and minoring in Digital Studies and is part of the U.P. Scholars
Program. Tristin is interested in researching the intersection between technology and education.

For the first 18 years of my life, I lived in what | would call an isolated community.

| have experienced a certain stigma attached to growing up in the Upper Peninsula. It usually
relates to the limited resources that are available. It almost feels as if you are in a bubble from
the rest of the world, but you’re living on the outside of the bubble. You truly see how isolated
communities can be. There were students at my high school who had never been to the Lower
Peninsula, only a 30-minute drive away from where we lived.

When I tell people that | am from the UP, they are always a little shocked and intrigued. | have
been asked about whether or not we have the internet “up there.” Seriously, in 2024 I have been
asked this question.

This National Geographic page highlights the top sights of the UP. The summers there are
flooded with tourists and the economy is beaming, but in the dead of winter, nothing masks the
harsh reality of these rural communities.
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https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/slideshow/paid-content-road-tripping-across-michigans-upper-peninsula

One community over from where | grew up is where the majority of students who go to my
home-town school live. There are three state prisons there, and most affordable housing in the
area is located closest to the prisons. Many of my classmates relocated to the area due to a parent
or family member being located in one of these prisons. My UP community, and surrounding
communities, have been impacted by the criminal justice system for as long as | can remember.
Prison proximity in my area directly relates to drug usage and drug crimes.

Bridge Magazine recently released an article discussing the crime rates in the state of Michigan
and across the United States, noting that violent crime is prevalent across the state. | have seen
the impacts firsthand in UP communities. As the article discusses, how you view the severity of a
problem is all about perspective. There is more than one way to measure crime, and many crimes
go unreported.

In the Spring of 2024, the University of Michigan’s Center for Local, State, and Urban Policy
(CLOSUP) conducted a statewide survey on criminal justice and policing issues. Local
government officials were asked about whether they believe crime overall is a problem in their
communities. It also asked about specific types of crime, including drug crime. While there
wasn’t much difference in concerns this year about overall crime levels, the difference in
answers about drug crimes as a “significant problem” in communities in the Lower Peninsula
versus the Upper Peninsula was 16 percentage points. The figure below shows the varying levels
of concern.

Figure 1: Michigan local government leaders’ assessments of problems with crime in their
communities in Spring 2024
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https://www.bridgemi.com/michigan-government/crime-fact-check-violence-fell-23-still-high-many-michigan-cities

This data is interesting because in 2015 CLOSUP conducted a survey that contained several
similar questions regarding drug crimes. Nine years ago, UP local leaders were also more
concerned about drug crime (63% said it was a somewhat or significant problem), but the
difference from the rest of the state (54%) was smaller. Drug crimes were a particularly
significant problem in the UP nine years ago, and they are still a problem today. Seeing this data
only furthered my concern about how this problem is being combatted, since it has been almost
10 years with these high levels of concern.

The increase in drug crimes being viewed as a significant problem is reflected in the attitudes of
UP Police Chiefs and Sheriffs as well. The CLOSUP survey asked Sheriffs and Chiefs of Police
statewide to assess drug crimes as well, and the differences between regions were even more
dramatic than the local government officials’ views. According to the 2024 survey, 39% of
Sheriffs and Police Chiefs from the Lower Peninsula see drug crimes as a significant problem in
their community, but in the UP, the percentage among law enforcement leaders is 66%. The
figure below demonstrates these findings.

Figure 2: Michigan Sheriffs’ and Police Chiefs’ assessments of problems with crime in their
communities in Spring 2024
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The disparity between regions was shocking to me, while I was aware that drug crimes were a
problem in the UP, | did not realize the severity of the issue. At least in my community, it is
something that is not very openly discussed.

Two factors contributing to the prevalence of drug crimes in the UP are its remote location and
relative isolation. Local law enforcement have been working along the Wisconsin-U.P border to



https://www.mlive.com/news/2023/12/weed-on-the-border-what-happened-when-marijuana-money-came-to-small-up-towns.html

stop the flow of drugs from traveling into communities in the UP. For example, the Menominee
County Sheriff’s Office has a full time drug enforcement office on top of three k-9 units that are
used to assist in detecting drugs.

The United States government has a program that was established in 1990, following the Anti-
Drug Abuse Act of 1988, called The High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area Program (HIDTA).
Michigan’s HITDA was established in 1997, this is the mission statement, “Michigan HIDTA’s
mission is to reduce the production and trafficking of illegal drugs, related violent crime, guns,
and money laundering in the region and throughout the United States.” However, Michigan’s
HIDTA is based in Southfield, a suburb of Detroit, and operates in 12 different counties that are
all located in the Lower Peninsula. HIDTA’s focus is the metro Detroit area, but they are missing
the border between Wisconsin and the UP. This is one example of the UP not being considered
when it comes to an issue that impacts the entirety of the state.

However, several UP communities are taking action into their own hands. K-9 units are being
used to help combat the impact of drug crime on vulnerable groups like children in UP schools.
The school system | attended from preschool to senior year, Rudyard Area Schools, was the
second school in the U.P to take this step, alongside St. Ignace School District. However, while
schools are adding safety measures such as k-9 dogs and increased police security, most of the
issues discussed throughout this article occur outside of school grounds.
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Knowing that my community and others are taking steps to combat these issues of drug crime is
just another reason that I am proud to call myself a “Yooper.” While the UP can be a great place
to escape from the rest of the world, we must remember that for some people the UP is their
whole world. It is a beautiful place, and | will always call it home. However, | want you to
remember the importance of perspective, and look at things from the view of a UP native. It is
easy to look at the lakes, trees, and wildlife and ignore the struggling communities and people
who reside there.


https://www.uppermichiganssource.com/2024/06/26/tv6-investigates-drug-trends-up-part-2-stopping-flow-drugs-along-border-counties/
https://www.uppermichiganssource.com/2024/06/26/tv6-investigates-drug-trends-up-part-2-stopping-flow-drugs-along-border-counties/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/2024-HIDTA-Annual-Report-to-Congress.pdf
https://www.uppermichiganssource.com/2024/01/22/st-ignace-area-schools-welcomes-zebra-k9-nova/
https://www.9and10news.com/2024/04/02/rudyard-schools-welcome-gator-an-adorable-k9-safety-dog/

I will always be a “Yooper” and will always call the UP my home. Therefore, raising awareness
and finding solutions to address drug crimes is essential. At-risk communities could face even
greater challenges as drug use and related crimes continue to rise. My goal is to shed light on this
issue and advocate for action in UP communities.

The survey responses presented here are those of local Michigan officials, while this analysis
represents the views of the author. Neither necessarily reflects the views of Rural Insights, the
University of Michigan, or other partners in the MPPS.
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