In 1990, at the request of Sanilac County Probate Judge George Benko with the approval
of the Sanilac County Board of Commissioners, the office of the Public Guardian was developed.
Judge Benko and the Board of Commissioners agreed that there was a serious need for fiduciary
services that could not be met in the private sector.
The public guardian is appointed by the Probate Court and currently serves in the
following capacities: Legal Guardian; Conservator; Special Fiduciary; Personal Representative;
Estate Trustee; and Representative Payee. Started with a handful of clients, the public guardian
currently serves 110 clients, which translates to 169 probate court cases. The office works
closely with many other agencies to advocate for services on behalf of clients including: Social
Security; Family Independence Agency; Sanilac County Mental Health; Human Development
Commission; Attorneys; Banks; Michigan Vocational Rehabilitation Services; Investment
Specialists; Tax Specialists; Law Enforcement; Medical Professionals; Hospitals; Treatment
Programs; Insurance Agencies; and Care Providers.
A legal guardian serves by order of the court and possesses any or all powers and rights
with regard to the personal affairs of an individual, including placement, medical, educational,
rehabilitation, and social aspects of the care of the person. The legal guardian also serves as an
advocate for a client while remaining focused on the needs, goals, and desires as expressed by the
client. The guardian must maintain a high standard of conduct for their actions and demonstrate
the utmost degree of trust and loyalty to the client.
The role of the public guardian as a conservator is to manage and protect the individual’s
assets. The conservator must respect the individuality of the client and keep them involved to the
maximum extent possible while considering their wishes.
The public guardian will file approximately 169 annual reports and/or accounts with the
probate court. These reports keep the probate court, client, and interested parties informed as to
the activity of the guardian/conservator and the progress of the client during the past year. The
court reviews the annual reports/accounts to determine if the services of a fiduciary remain
appropriate.
In May 2001 the public guardian became certified as a Registered Guardian by the
National Guardianship Foundation. The certification process identifies individuals who practice
as fiduciaries who have special knowledge, skills, and proficiency to fulfill their obligation to the
client and the court.
Thank you for your interest in the services offered by the Sanilac County Public
Guardian. If I can be of further assistance, please contact my office.

DEFINITIONS:
Advocate-One who assists, defends, or pleads for another.
Fiduciary-An individual that has agreed to undertake for another a special obligation of trust and
confidence, having the duty to act primarily for another’s benefit and subject to the standard of
care imposed by law or contract.
Legal Guardian-A legal guardian is an individual appointed by order of the court who possesses
any or all powers and rights with regard to the personal affairs of the individual, including
placement, medical, educational, rehabilitation, and social aspects of the care of the person.
Conservator-A conservator is an individual appointed by order of the court to manage and
protect an individual’s assets, including collecting income, disbursements-paying bills, manage
real estate, file federal/state income taxes, apply for benefits or entitlements, handle investments.
Special Fiduciary-A special fiduciary is an individual appointed by order of the court to step in
and handle specific duties for an individual as outlined in the court order. Duties may include
filing court reports; investigating finances; filing court petitions.
Personal Representative-A personal representative is an individual appointed by order of the
court to administer a decedent estate.
Trustee-A trustee is an individual appointed by order of the court to execute a trust, one in whom
an estate, interest, or power is vested, under an express or implied agreement to administer or
exercise it for the benefit or to the use of another.
Representative Payee-An individual named by a governmental agency to receive government
benefits on behalf of, and for the benefit of, the beneficiary entitled to such benefits.
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