
City of Birmingham 

AD HOC UNIMPROVED STREETS COMMITTEE 

Birmingham City Hall Commission Room 
151 Martin, Birmingham, Michigan 

Wednesday, July 19, 2018 

MINUTES 

These are the minutes for the second meeting of the Ad Hoc Unimproved Streets 
Committee held on Wednesday, July 19, 2018. The meeting was called to order at 
8 a.m. by Chairman Scott Moore. 

1. ROLLCALL

Present: Chairman Scott Moore 
Jason Emerine 
Michael Fenberg  
Katie Schafer 
Stuart Sherman 
Janelle Whipple-Boyce 

Absent: Pierre Boutros 

Administration: Aaron Filipski, Public Services Manager 
Austin Fletcher, Asst. City Engineer 
Mark Gerber, Finance Director 
Tiffany Gunter, Asst. City Manager 
Paul O’Meara, City Engineer 
Carole Salutes, Recording Secretary 
Joe Valentine, City Manager 
Lauren Wood, Director of Public Services 

2. APPROVAL OF AD HOC UNIMPROVED STRETS COMMITTEE
MINUTES OF JUNE 28, 2018

Motion by Ms. Whipple-Boyce to approve the Minutes of the Ad Hoc 
Unimproved Streets Committee of June 28, 2018. 

Motion carried 6-0. 

VOICE VOTE 
Yeas:  Whipple-Boyce, Emerine, Fenberg, Moore, Schafer, Sherman 
Nays:  None 
Absent:  Boutros 
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3. STAFF PRESENTATION:  SPECIAL ASSESSMENT DISTRICT - 
 PETITION INITIATION AND BILLING PROCESS   
 
Mr. O'Meara advised the City has the right to create a Special Assessment 
District for a variety of improvements in order to defray the cost.  This 
presentation will focus on engineered, permanent street pavement.   
 
Rarely does staff initiate a project that would require a special assessment  
without positive input from a majority of the involved property owners.  He 
followed with a detailed description of the petition format and the petitioning 
process for a typical, generally residentially zoned street. 
 
Petitioning Process 
After the signatures are checked for accuracy, if a simple majority in favor still 
exists, the petition moves to the next phase of the process.   
 
Over the course of the next several weeks, the Engineering Dept. will prepare an 
eight-page booklet specific to the suggested project at hand.   

• The booklet is mailed with an introductory cover letter explaining why it 
was prepared and inviting residents to a neighborhood meeting. 

• A thorough description of the intended project is spelled out. 
o Special treatments that people have in the right-of-way, such as 

landscaping, sprinklers and/or a fancy driveway approach, most likely 
will get disrupted. These can be replaced at the homeowner's expense. 
A Special Treatment License is required for placements within the 
right-of-way. 

• The multiple-step approval process is outlined. 
• A chart helps explain how the typical property will be charged, and how 

the costs can be financed over 10 years. 
• The report also clarifies that once this assessment is paid, the City will not 

proceed with other assessments for pavement improvements in the future. 
 
A few weeks are allowed to pass intentionally to give people a final chance to 
decide their position.  If a majority of owners (50%+) still remain on the petition, 
the issue will be moved forward to the City Commission,  After the Commission 
holds a public hearing, they decide whether to proceed or not.  If they pass a 
motion approving the project, a second public hearing is then scheduled to 
confirm the assessment roll.    If the roll is approved at the hearing, the 
assessment lien is then placed on all properties within the district.  The project 
design then begins, with construction generally scheduled for the next 
construction season. 
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When first initiating a project, the question of the limits of the project can be an 
issue.  In crafting a final policy recommendation, staff recommends that the 
Committee consider language that speaks to the need to create logical 
boundaries that are in the best long-term interests of both the City and the 
neighborhood. 
 
At Mr. Valentine's request, Mr. O'Meara explained the grade issues and what it 
means for water run-off and other complications when half a street is graded and 
the other half is left ungraded.  The cape seal streets have had lots of material 
dumped on them over the years, so they sit up high relative to the sidewalks.  
Grading removes that material and the road becomes lower. 
 
There are many remnants of side streets where the interest is less for people to 
pay out money for paving. That is something this Committee should talk about. 
 
Billing Process 
Mr. O'Meara explained that homeowners in a paving assessment district will be 
charged based on two factors: 

• The front footage of their property times the set rate per foot, which is 
based on actual costs, minus 15%; 

• The square footage of their drive approach(s) times the actual cost per 
square foot that the contractor charges for a new concrete drive approach. 

 
The assessment can be paid out over ten years and interest will be applied to the 
remaining balance each year. 
 
Responding to Ms. Whipple-Boyce, Mr. Valentine explained that sidewalks are a 
separate issue that would require a whole new petition process. 
 
Mr. O'Meara then went on to outline several unique circumstances and how they 
are handled: 

• Corner Properties - If the short side is being paved, the homeowner is 
charged the full length of that side.  For the long side, the homeowner is 
charged 33% of the long side's length.  The City pays the remaining 67%. 

• City-Owned Properties - If a project includes an intersection where a 
public right-of-way is being crossed, the width of the right-of-way is not 
included in the footage charged for the project.  The cost of that area is 
blended into the overall rate that is charged to all properties.  If the project 
has frontage on other City properties, the City will pay the full 100% cost 
for that frontage. 

• Federal or Public School District Owned Properties - There is no 
expectation that the City will receive any funding for these. Therefore they 
are treated  similar to City-owned properties. 
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• Condominiums - Certain residential streets may be primarily single-family 
residential, but have one multi-family residential property on its frontage 
that is owned by many parties.  For billing purposes, each owner gets an 
equal share of the cost.   
o A condominium can sometimes have a high percentage of the owners 

on a residential block, but not necessarily that much frontage.  
Therefore percentages in favor are calculated both by percentage of 
owners and percentage of front footage, to help understand that a true 
majority is reflected both ways.   

 
 
4. STAFF PRESENTATION:  LOCAL STREETS SURFACE TYPES AND 
 PAVEMENT METHODS AND POLICIES  
 
Mr. O'Meara explained the various permanent road surface types used in 
Birmingham.  Streets can be broken into the categories of improved, engineered 
pavements, and unimproved pavements. 
 
Concrete vs. Asphalt 

• Concrete tends to be more expensive to install than asphalt, averaging 
about 25% more when concrete is installed in assessment districts. 

• Concrete can be expected to last 30 to 40 years with virtually no expense 
to the City other than some patching. 

• Asphalt likely needs attention after 20 years. 
• Concrete streets are more difficult to construct, especially on occupied 

streets.  Asphalt can go in much quicker. 
• The installation of a concrete street can change the look of the 

neighborhood that was used to a dark, cape sealed surface historically. 
• As the aging process on newer asphalt streets became more apparent, 

the Engineering Dept. began reconstructing local streets (those not being 
assessed) with concrete in 2009. 
 

Road Maintenance - Asphalt 
• When an asphalt road surface is first placed, the City hires a separate 

contractor that puts down a chemical compound (rejuvenator) on the new 
surface.  It reactivates the asphalt materials to bond with each other again, 
creating a waterproofing sealer. 

• Between 5 and10 years the street is checked for its condition.  If it is aging 
normally, it will be crack sealed and another coating of asphalt rejuvenator 
is applied. 

• Between years 10 and 20, if possible, the deteriorating spots should be 
removed and patched with asphalt.  A micro-layer of asphalt is placed to 
cover the original top surface and extend the life of the pavement. 
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• On asphalt streets where these processes were not implemented, a more 
significant resurfacing project is needed between years 15 and 25. 

• Some asphalt streets have been successful in having their life extended 
up to 70 years, although by doing so, the surface will have been rather 
poor for a considerable amount of time. 

 
Road Maintenance - Concrete 

• As a part of the initial construction, the new pavement is sawcut and joints 
are sealed. 

• Between years 25 and 40 years the joints are monitored and sealed if 
needed.  Miscellaneous deteriorating concrete sections are replaced as 
needed. 

• Between years 40 and 60, depending on the nature of the deterioration, 
the concrete can be: 
o Milled and overlaid with a thin asphalt layer - generally only done on 

low traffic streets.  It is then treated as an asphalt road for future 
maintenance cycles. 

o Spot patched as needed to extend the life of the street indefinitely. 
 

Staff continues to recommend that all new streets be constructed with concrete, 
in order to provide the best long-term use of available funds. 
 
 
5. STAFF PRESENTATION:  CAPE SEAL/CHIP SEAL PROGRAM 
 OVERVIEW  
 
Mr. Filipski explained that cape seal surface treatment is the primary 
maintenance method used by the Dept. of Public Services to maintain 
Birmingham’s unimproved streets. Cape seal is a chip seal street surface 
treatment that is followed by an application of a slurry or micro-surface. It can be 
applied to existing pavements in order to extend service life, or be applied to 
gravel roads in order to reduce dust and improve drivability. His report 
summarized the cape seal process. 
 
Cape Seal Benefits and Challenges 

• Short of a full improvement, cape seal maintenance remains the best 
option for unimproved streets.  The alternative is to have these streets as 
untreated gravel - a condition unlikely to be welcomed by residents.   

• Cape seal longevity is typically 7-10 years, but can vary depending on a 
number of factors.  The cost is really quite inexpensive, relative to other 
alternatives. 

• From an administrative perspective, cape seal presents a number of 
challenges.   
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o Among the greatest is managing residents' outcome expectations, 
most typically issues with drainage and/or durability. The other big 
objection is the related assessment rationale. 
 

Discussion by the group followed the staff presentations. 
 
Mr. Valentine stated that part of what this Committee will evaluate and 
recommend going forward is how to address the unimproved streets (perhaps 
changing the policy, changing the maintenance frequency, etc.) 
 
Responding to Mr. Emerine, Mr. Filipski said that assessment occurs whenever 
ADA ramps do not meet the standards.  They are administered through the 
Sidewalk Replacement Program.   
 
Ms. Whipple-Boyce noticed that at times she sees ramps that are wider than the 
sidewalk.  Mr. O'Meara advised there are a lot of 4 ft. sidewalks which by today's 
standards are considered inadequate.  Therefore they want to at least bring the 
ramps up to current standards, which is 5 ft. wide.  However it would be a big 
undertaking to widen all of the City sidewalks. 
 
Ms. Schafer noted there is a Multi-Modal Master Plan, so she thought as policy is 
being recommended, this Committee should refer back to that plan so that multi-
modal improvements can be made to the best extent possible as the streets are 
improved.  Mr. O'Meara clarified that most of the multi-modal suggestions relate 
to the busier improved streets. 
 
Mr. Fenberg thought the Quarton Lake cape seal project has made a huge 
improvement. 
 
The Chairman inquired about the difference in cost between pulverizing the 
roads and cape sealing.  Mr. Fenberg replied that in areas where the buildup of 
material creates a pronounced crown in the road center, the road can be 
pulverized, but there is no place to put the material and it has to be spread.  
Pulverizing adds $3-$4 per foot.  Where it is possible and feasible, and the road 
is not curved, the City does it.   
 
Mr. O'Meara explained that the list of petitioning processes shows how many 
times petitioning was successful vs. not successful. 
 
Chairman Moore noted that Chesterfield, which received part of the 
improvements in Quarton Lake, is used by everyone in the City. Should its cost 
be the same as other streets in Quarton Lake.  The residents pay 15%, yet 
Chesterfield is used by everyone in the City. If he were living on Chesterfield he 
would think that he should get more of a break because the improvements are 
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not only inuring to his benefit, but they are also inuring more than the 15% to all 
City residents.   
 
Mr. Valentine clarified that the question is whether connector streets such as 
Chesterfield, which is used more prevalently than other streets, should be 
addressed separately. 
 
Ms. Whipple-Boyce thought the biggest obstacle is the cost to the residents.  Part 
of what she knows this Committee will attempt to do is to figure out how to make 
this more affordable to the residents.  Also she struggles with the burden on staff 
and all they must go through to process the petitions. Ultimately it comes to the 
elected officials to make the decisions anyway.  She thinks this Committee 
should re-evaluate the process on how they get the streets improved as well as 
finding alternate funding methods, because everyone uses the streets. 
 
The Chairman suggested that the petitioning process has worked, but is it the 
best way?  It takes a lot of staff time to meet with the residents.  Going forward, 
this Committee can evaluate how to best become more efficient for staff and 
evaluate City policy on how to get streets improved.   
 
6. MEETING OPEN FOR MATTERS NOT ON THE AGENDA (none) 
 
 
7. NEXT MEETING   
 
Thursday, August 2, 2018 at 8 a.m. Mr. Valentine advised they will look at what 
other communities are doing with regard to how they pay for and maintain their 
streets.  Subsequent to that they will get into the issues of what has to be 
addressed as part of the scope of this Committee. 
   
 
ADJOURNMENT 
 
No further business being evident, the chairman adjourned the meeting at 8:53 
a.m. 
 
 
       
City Engineer Paul O’Meara 
 
 
 
       
Asst. City Manager Tiffany Gunter 



MEMORANDUM 
 

Department of Public Services 
 
DATE:   July 23, 2018 
 
TO:   Ad-hoc Unimproved Street Study Committee 
 
FROM:  Aaron J. Filipski, Public Services Manager 
   Paul T. O’Meara, City Engineer 
 
SUBJECT: Neighboring Communities - Street Upgrade Policies 
 
 
As this committee examines Birmingham’s street improvement policies and explores potential 
changes, it may be useful to reference the policies of neighboring communities. The following 
report summarizes policy differences between Farmington Hills, Rochester Hills, Royal Oak, 
Troy, and the Oakland County Road Commission.   
 
The information was compiled mostly through conversation with relevant staff at these 
agencies. A standardized questionnaire was sent as well, with limited response. At the 
beginning of this process we sought insights from the smaller southeast Oakland County 
communities that are most similar to Birmingham, such as Clawson, Berkley, Huntington 
Woods, and Pleasant Ridge. These communities have long had a fully-improved local road 
system that appears to date back to the 1950s, and current staff at these communities had few 
historical insights to share. 
 
The policy examination revealed several key areas in which policies differ between communities. 
They include resident support thresholds for the instigation of a cost/viability study and final 
project approval, assessment cost sharing, and payment terms. It also considered current 
unimproved street mileage and maintenance practices. The following chart summarizes the 
information: 

 

Miles of 
Unimproved 

Roads 

Use of Chip 
Seal For 

Maintenance? 

Cost 
Study/Informational 
Meeting Threshold 

Project 
Approval 
Threshold Based on 

Front Footage 
Assessment Cost 

Share % 
(City/Owner) 

Payment 
Term 

(Years) 
Farmington Hills 22 No 25% 51% Parcels 20/80 10 
Rochester Hills 20 No 60% 61% Parcels 40/60 15 
Royal Oak 3.6 No n/a 50% Footage 50/50 15 
Troy 10 Yes 50% 50% Footage 50/50 10 
Birmingham 26 Yes 50% 50% Footage 15/85 10 

 
The following sections highlight noteworthy differences among several of the studied 
communities. 

Farmington Hills 
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Among the cities examined, Farmington Hills is most similar to Birmingham in terms of 
unimproved street surface quantity. It maintains 22 miles of unimproved gravel roads through 
frequent grading and the application of dust control measures. Unlike Birmingham, Farmington 
Hills’ unimproved streets are not chip sealed. An important difference from Birmingham is that 
even after a road is paved, it is not rehabilitated unless another assessment district is created. 

 
The process to upgrade to a fully-improved street is petition-driven, although it only requires 
25% interest from affected property owners to trigger a city-performed preliminary cost and 
viability study. The lower threshold makes it easier for interested petitioners to obtain 
preliminary cost estimates, but risks spending staff time and resources on projects that have a 
greater potential for rejection. Reducing this threshold can also give the appearance of staff 
‘taking sides’ by encouraging discussion when there is not a majority in favor of exploring an 
improvement.  
 
Farmington Hills also has a ‘directed’ road improvement policy and procedure. The 2015 policy 
notes: 
 

“…in instances where road conditions have become seriously 
degraded and become an issue of safety and overall community 
appearance, it may become necessary for City Council to initiate a 
road reconstruction project without a petition. The objective of 
this policy is to establish a process for DPS staff to evaluate and 
recommend a directed road reconstruction special assessment 
district to the City Manager and City Council.” 

 
The policy considers regularly-updated road pavement condition assessments in determining 
eligibility and project prioritization. Note: the excerpt above uses the term reconstruction, 
implying that it only applies to the reconstruction of existing improved surfaces. Within the 
context of the full policy, however, it is clear that it also applies to unimproved streets. The full 
policy and other background information is included in attachment A.  
 
Rochester Hills 
 
Rochester Hills publicizes an annual ‘call for projects’ during the months of September and 
October to gauge public interest in special assessment projects, including gravel street 
improvements. During the 60-day time frame, property owners desiring an improvement may 
submit an informal petition indicating at least 60% homeowner interest. Subsequent steps 
follow a defined schedule and process similar to Birmingham, including public meetings, 
circulation of official petitions, etc. 
 
By limiting submissions to the defined time frame, the city can better plan for and schedule 
potential projects. Staff efforts on such initiatives can be more focused and the various tasks 
related to administering SAD projects can be accomplished more efficiently. Additionally, by 
publicizing the request regularly, the city is continually educating the public on their available 
options, which can have the effect of starting conversations among neighbors. One drawback is 
that if there is momentum and interest in pursuing an improvement outside of the designated 
time frame, it may wane if forced to wait a number of months before being able to proceed 
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through the process. It could also potentially strain staff if multiple request are received 
simultaneously.   
 
Another noteworthy feature of Rochester Hills’ street improvement policy is that it provides 
homeowners an inflation-indexed assessment cap. Details of the procedures and policies 
described here are included in attachment B. 
 
Royal Oak 
 
Royal Oak maintains relatively few unimproved roads – only 3.6 miles out of an approximate 
200 miles. Within the past few years, Royal Oak has taken a more aggressive stance to 
encourage residents to submit petitions, hoping to eventually remove the remaining 
unimproved roads from their system.  
 
In order to encourage resident support for street improvements, Royal Oak has extended a 
considerable discount to residents during the term of a local road millage. Typically assessed 
the full cost for an improvement, the incentive offers a 50% discount for property fronting an 
improvement, and 75% discount for side lots. Staff indicated that the incentive has largely been 
successful, having upgraded 7 of unimproved streets since the 2015 millage. Additional detail is 
provided in attachment C. 
 
Road Commission for Oakland County 
 
Although not included in the table above, staff also spoke with the local roads manager for the 
Road Commission.  In townships, maintenance of all public streets is the duty of the Road 
Commission.  Unlike cities, the Road Commission has no legal authority to force a special 
assessment district.  Roads that are paved are not invested in further, other than for patching 
holes and keeping them safe.  Property owners must petition the Road Commission to get a 
rehabilitation project started, and owners must pay 100% of the assessment cost.  Gravel roads 
must also be petitioned and paid for by assessment in order to be paved. 
 
At times, roads get in such poor condition that the County has explored the idea of removing 
the old asphalt and making it a gravel road again.  That too would involve a cost for which 
there is no source of funds.  It also would be a setback for the road system, so to date, that 
has not yet occurred.  
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City of Farmington Hills 



City ofFarmington Hills Department of Public Services

Policy Number: 24.4 Subject: Directed Special Assessments for
Pavement Management System

Road ImprovementsSelf-A!:sessment Pr:lctices Mannal

Revised: N/A Issued: 4/27/15 Page: 1 of 2

Intent: Establish a policy and procedure for submitting a directed road improvement
special assessment district project to City Council.

Applies to: All divisions of the Public Services Department (DPS) Employees.

I. Objective

Current City Charter, Ordinances and Policies prescribe ,a special assessment district (SAD)
process for improvements/reconstruction of neighborhood streets. In the past, SADs have
been brought to City Council based on a neighborhood petitioning process. However, in
instances where road conditions have become seriously degraded and become an issue of
safety and overall community appearance, it may become necessary for City Council to
initiate a road reconstruction project without a petition. The objective of this policy is to
establish a process for DPS staff to evaluate and recommend a directed road reconstruction
SAD to the City Manager and City Council

II. Procedures Relating to Directed Road Improvement SAD's for Local and Non
Residential

1. The DPS shall update the City's road pavement condition assessment on at least a bi
annual basis (every other year).

2. Based on the pavement condition assessment, roads with an average PASER rating
(or equivalent) of a 2.75 or less, within a district to be defined by the DPS Director,
are considered to be beyond their useful lives, in very poor condition, a public health
and safety deficiency, a detriment to the community at large, and in need of
reconstruction. The boundary of the district shall be determined by considering
recognized neighborhoods in terms of commonality in the age of the existing roads,
economics of the improvement project, and the reasonableness of providing the
improvement.

3. The DPS shall develop cost estimates for the reconstruction of the local and non
residential roads in such defined districts, as well as the estimated cost for each
property within the districts.

4. The DPS will then review and prioritize these districts, placing them into a 5 year
local road capital improvement plan (CIP).



5. The City Manager shall direct staff to proceed with submitting the road improvement.
special assessment district projects to City Council based on the prioritization and
projects listed in the local road CIP, such that Council can then consider proceeding
with initiation of the project and special assessment in the manner provided under the
City Chmter and Code of Ordinances.

6. Owners within these project areas will be notified, in writing, about their road
conditions and provided with information on the City's special assessment process,
public hearings, and how payments can be spread over several years as determined.

7. Deferments, special considerations and/or financing may be available under State
laws or the City Charter for those that meet income eligibility requirements.

8. The plans and specifications prepared by the DPS for Directed Road Improvement
SADs shall provide for the road to be constructed with the most cost effective and
durable cross-section, as determined by the Director of DPS, to achieve a minimum
20 year design life.

9. When a district reaches a PASER rating of 4 or less, the propelty owners in the
district will be notified in writing by City staff. This policy does not preclude
residents from utilizing the process of submitting petitions to City Council for an
SAD for reconstruction of their roads other capital pavement preservation practice, as
appropriate for the pavement condition and as approved by the Director of Public
Services in their neighborhood.

10. The determination of the units of benefit, no less than 1 and no more than 1.3, shall be
calculated by the City Assessor utilizing the Assessment Formula Policy for
Residential and Non-Residential Road Improvements, as adopted by City Council on
April 27, 2015.

11. Special assessment deferments shall be determined on a case by case basis, after
application to the State of Michigan has been made. The City's Finance Director,
according to the City of Farmington Hills Application for Special Assessment
Deferment, would then make a recommendation to City Council for consideration.

12. City Council shall determine, based on city staff recommendation, the length of
repayment term for the special assessment.
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CITY OF FARMINGTON HILLS
ASSESSMENT FORMULA POLICY FOR

RESIDENTIAL AND NON-RESIDENTIAL ROAD
IMPROVEMENTS

A determination is made as to the number of homesites in a given special assessment
district. The average homesite size in the district is determined by dividing the total
abutting roadway footage by the total number of homesites in the district. The units of
benefit are derived for each homesite by utilizing the Declining Rate Formula. The
rationale behind the Declining Rate Formula is that as the frontage of a homesite
increases beyond a certain point, the amount of benefit received increases, but at a lesser
rate.

The methodology we are using was developed by the Oakland County Road Commission
and is used consistently on Road Commission assessment Projects for all local roads
within the County. It has been upheld in the courts in the past as an equitable way of
assessment. Each homesite will receive somewhere between 1.00 units and 1.30 units of
benefit, with the majority receiving 1.00 unit of benefit.

There a three (3) special conditions for homesites which abut a roadway or roadways on
more than one property line.

1. Condition - A homesite which abuts two local roadways, both of which are to be
improved.

Procedure - The homesite is assessed by applying the total abutting footage to the
improvement, to the Declining Rate Formula. The maximum unit benefit to the
property for both roadways is 1.30.

2. A homesite which abuts two local roadways, one of which is to be improved and the
other to remain in its existing condition.

Procedure - The homesite is assessed by applying the total footage abutting both
roads to the Declining Rate Formula and then proportioning that unit of benefit to the
two roadways. That portion of benefit received by the proposed road improvement is
included in the assessment district, with the portion of benefit for the unpaved road
assessed when the road is improved through a later assessment district. The
maximum unit benefit to the property for both roadways is 1.30.

2a. A homesite which abuts two roadways (one local road and one major road), where the
local road is to be improved and the major road remains in its existing condition.

Procedure - The homesite is assessed by applying the total footage abutting only the
local road to the Declining Rate Formula. That portion of benefit received by the
proposed road improvement is included in the assessment district. The unit of
benefit to the property for the local road will be between 1.00 and 1.30. The
portion of benefit for the major road, if and when the major road is improved



through a later assessment district shall be no greater than the difference of 1.30
and the unit of benefit applied to the local road, i.e., between 0.00 and 0.30. The
maximum unit benefit to the property for both roadways is 1.30.

3. A homesite which abuts two local roadways, one of which has previously been
improved and the other is proposed to be improved.

Procedure - The homesite is assessed by applying the Declining Rate Formula to the
total footage abutting both roads. Subtract the unit of benefit paid previously from the
unit of benefit received from the entire frontage. This will result in the unit of benefit
for this assessment district. (Normally this benefit will be between 0.01 and 0.30
units).The maximum unit benefit to the property for both roadways is 1.30.

Note: Major and Local Roads are those City Roads certified by the Michigan
Department of Transportation, respectively.
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MEMORANDUM 
 

Finance Department 
 
DATE:   July 26, 2018 
 
TO:   Unimproved Streets Study Committee 
 
FROM:  Mark Gerber, Director of Finance/Treasurer 
 
SUBJECT: Road Funding 
 
 
Overview of Road Funding 
There are generally four sources of funding for roads:  Act 51 distributions from the 
Michigan Department of Transportation, property taxes by way of transfers from the 
City’s General Fund, special assessments from property owners directly benefiting from 
a road improvement, and road bonds.  Currently, the City receives from funding from all 
of the sources except for road bonds. 
 
For streets designated as major streets, almost all of the funding comes from property 
taxes and Act 51.  This is because these streets are predominately improved streets.  
For streets designated as local streets, most of the funding comes from property taxes, 
with smaller contributions from Act 51 and special assessment revenue.  The special 
assessment revenue is dependent on the number of roads either in the process of being 
improved or being cape sealed.  Below is a comparison of the revenue budgets for fiscal 
year 2018-2019 for the major street fund and local street fund. 
 

 

Major Street Fund 
$3,720,740 

Act 51

Property
Taxes

Special
Assessments

Interest and
Other

32% 

67% 

Local Streets Fund 
$3,672,550 

Act 51

Property
Taxes

Special
Assessments

Interest &
Other

68% 

13% 
18% 
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Act 51 Funding 
Act 51 funding comes from the Michigan Department of Transportation.  This funding is 
generated at the state level from receipts from fuel taxes, vehicle registrations, and 
contributions from the state’s General Fund.  21.8% of the funds collected from these 
revenue sources are distributed to cities and villages.  Of this amount, 75% is allocated 
to major streets and 25% is allocated to local streets.  The amount distributed to each 
community is based 60% on population and 40% on the number of road miles. 
 
Property Taxes 
Act 51 funding is insufficient to fund street maintenance and improvements on a year-
to-year basis.  Therefore, funding from the City’s general operating millage has to be 
used to supplement other funding.  Historically, the City has used 15%-20% of the 
property taxes collected in the General Fund to provide road maintenance and 
improvements.  Over the years, property taxes have become a greater contributor to 
road funding than from Act 51 funding as shown below: 
 

 
 
Special Assessments 
Special assessments are used as a funding source to offset a portion of the cost of a 
road where it is being upgraded to an improved road or when the road is being cape 
sealed.  For these projects, the City will pay for the improvement in advance and bill the 
property owners.  The payback from the property owners differs depending on the type 
of road improvement being done.  When a road is being improved, the special 
assessment is generally set for 10 years.  When a road is being cape sealed, the special 
assessment is generally billed only once.  City ordinance does not allow for special 
assessments greater than 10 years.  Typically, the City collects approximately half of 
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the total special assessment in the first year of a ten year assessment period and then 
smaller amounts the following years as shown below: 
 

 
 
Grants 
Grants with the Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) are available but are 
generally restricted to roads that receive heavy use and therefore are not likely source 
of revenue for unimproved streets.  Examples of roads the City has received MDOT 
funding for include W. Maple Road and N. Old Woodward.  Another MDOT grant that is 
available is the Transportation Alternatives Program (TAP) which is used for activities 
that enhance the intermodal transportation system and provide safe alternative 
transportation options.  The City has used these funds for traffic-calming and multi-
modal enhancements.  Again, it is unlikely that these funds would be available for 
unimproved streets.  Both of these grants require a local match and are on a 
competitive basis which means that the City’s projects are compared to other projects 
from other municipalities and a governing board determines which projects will receive 
funding.  Additionally, there is Oakland County Tri-Party funds available.  These funds 
may be used for road or traffic control system upgrades on county roads.  The City is 
required to fund one third of the project with the other two thirds coming from Oakland 
County and the Oakland County Road Commission.  A municipality may save up to 3 
years of funding for a project.  These funds are generally for small improvements and 
would not be enough to fund a complete street.  Because of the restriction to county 
roads, this source of funding would not be applicable to the City’s residential streets. 
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Bonding 
The City could issue bonds for road improvements, although, looking through the City’s 
records, it doesn’t look like this method has ever been used before, at least in recent 
history.  The debt service for the bonds would be paid from Act 51 funds, or a special 
assessment, or property taxes or all three.  It is unknown whether this funding source 
would be successful for unimproved streets as there may be some reluctance to use the 
City’s debt capacity for this type of project or to bond for something specific to a 
neighborhood like a road unless the debt service was paid by a special assessment.    
 
Road Expenditures 
Road funding is used to pay for traffic controls & engineering; street and bridge 
maintenance; street tree maintenance; street cleaning; ice and snow control; and 
capital improvements.  Currently, Act 51 funding is not sufficient to pay for the non-
capital improvement expenditures.   
 
Capital improvements are projected out for 6 years to assist in long-range financial 
planning.  When a neighborhood determines that they want an improved road, that 
project has to be than added to the long-range planning process to determine which 
budget year the City can afford to do the project considering both funding for the road 
and funding for water and sewer improvements if those utilities need to be updated. 
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