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E v e r y b o d y
knows that
B i r m i n g h a m
has two main
factions: Neigh-
borhoods ver-
sus develop-
ment. Neither
giant wants to
c o m p r o m i s e
with the other,
each is con-
vinced he’s

right and the next election will
see him victorious.

Well, folks, meet two new
players: Mr. Prop A and Mr.
Headlee. Get to know these bad
boys because they may have
more to say about Birming-
ham’s future than both our cur-
rent factions combined. See,
Headlee controls tax rates,
Prop A is boss of assessments.

These guys are hard to
describe without a lot of mind-
numbing, eye-glazing, legal and
financial jargon, but let’s try.

“Mr. Headlee” isn’t the indi-
vidual Richard Headlee, but
rather his 1978 amendment to
the state constitution, called
the Headlee Amendment.
Headlee affects the millage (the
tax) rate you can charge tax-
payers.

Article 9, Section 31 of the
Michigan Constitution now pro-
hibits “new” local taxes without
a direct voter referendum. In
effect, this means that if the
assessed value of property
(excluding new
construction/improvement ,
remember this, we’ll come back
to it!) increases by a larger per-
centage than the inflation rate,
then the tax rate must roll back
to produce the same inflation-
adjusted gross revenue. And if
values drop due to recession,
tax rates can only be raised by
the Consumer Price Index fig-
ure when things get better.

Let’s say you buy a house,
building, etc., and it gets
assessed. Every year your val-
ues go up, but with low infla-
tion your taxes stay low. Maybe
your value doubles — but your

tax rate doesn’t keep pace.
Sounds good, eh? Well, let’s
keep going.

Headlee affects the millage
rate, or taxes. Now let’s meet
Proposal A, passed in 1994.
Prop A affects taxable value —
the figure you base your tax
rate (Headlee) on. Prop A says
that annual increases in the
taxable value of individual
pieces of property are limited to
5 percent, or the CPI inflation
rate — whichever is lower. Still
with me?

So these two guys work
together. Prop A limits the
value the city can tax. Headlee
limits the rate at which the city
can tax that value. Together,
they put the city of Birming-
ham in an iron straitjacket
when it comes to income.
“What’s wrong with that?” you
ask. Well …

Headlee, being a child of the
1970s, assumes that all
price/value/tax increases are
due to inflation. It’s a form of
anti-indexing. Now inflation is
where prices rise for the very
same value.

But what if your property
assessments go up because of
increases in value? What if
Birmingham’s “price jump”
isn’t just more cost for a 1978
world, but reflects a different,
more valuable city? What if this
2002 city needs a higher level
of service than in 1978? What
about things like technology
that didn’t exist when the
BeeGees were No. 1 and gas
was 45 cents a gallon?

There is a way out, though.
The straitjacket doesn’t apply
to redevelopment and new con-
struction. That new or rebuilt
house gets assessed at its real
value the year of completion. So
in a fully built-out city like
Birmingham, to keep revenue
in line with the city’s value, we
must constantly redevelop.

You may say, “Government
spends too much, so cut waste
and fat.” Say you cut 10 percent
from the budget. What will you
do next year? And the year
after that? No-growth will lead
to bankruptcy.

The stark fact is that without
some ongoing redevelopment
somewhere, Headlee and Prop
A together will increasingly
choke Birmingham’s ability to
provide the services our citi-
zens demand. 

So as the city sits down to the
Jan. 19 annual long-range
planning session, here’s the
question: Are your plans based
on reality?

Headlee and Prop A aren’t
arcane “budget matters” to be
dismissed, isolated, and poo-
pooed away. 

They affect the very founda-
tion of Birmingham’s long-term
direction as a city. Unless
there’s a very frank discussion
of future trends and the effect
of Headlee and Prop A, any
long-range planning effort will
be building castles in the
clouds.

I have a story problem for the
city commission and staff: Look
to the future. The cost of pro-
viding services will inevitably
increase. 

Headlee won’t let you raise
taxes, Prop A won’t you raise
assessments. Preserving char-
acter is good, but without some
significant growth and develop-
ment, how are you going to bal-
ance your books?

Chuck Moss, R-Birmingham,
sits on the Oakland County
Board of Commissioners repre-
senting District 15. He is vice
chairman of the commission’s
Finance Committee.

Without growth, tax limitations
will put city in a major squeeze

Those of us
who live in the
greater Detroit
area are used to
getting slighted.
We’ve been
hearing it all
our lives.
Detroit is a
decaying rust-
belt city with
tons of violent
crime and

enough corruption to make the
Gambino family roll their eyes
in disgust.

Whether it’s Jay Leno pan-
ning the underachieving Lions
or Marilu Henner whining
about the boring view on the
way to the Fox Theatre, we in
“flyover” land are accustomed to
being dissed.

But we know better. We live
here. Those ill-informed critics
don’t. Sure, we know better.
Don’t we?

Sometimes I wonder.
A letter arrived at the office

the other day from Sally
Hunter, a member of the
Hunter family of local repute.
She was pretty steamed. It
seems she recently came across
an article in the Washington
Post about “urban explorers,” a
new breed of curiosity seekers
who rummage through aban-
doned old buildings in search of
historic remains, or at least a
quick kick through an offbeat
form of adventure.

One of the “explorers” quoted
in the article was a guy who
enjoys burrowing through
vacant buildings in Detroit. One
eventful day this inquisitive fel-
low climbed the barbed wire
fence at the old Michigan Cen-
tral Train Depot and slipped
inside the place. He tunneled

through the gutted corridors of
the once-glorious structure and
made his way to an upper floor
room. From there he cast a con-
templative glance onto the
sprawling city below and spot-
ted Woodward Avenue. His gaze
followed the diagonal trail of
the long highway into the fad-
ing distance. 

In a flash of uninspired
insight, he dubbing the road
Detroit’s “big thoroughfare to
nowhere.”

Nowhere? It seems to me that
even an eye hungering for blight
couldn’t miss the treasures that
stand just a few miles away.
What about the Fox Theatre,
Comerica Park, Orchestra Hall,
the DIA and the Detroit Public
Library? 

None of those buildings is
exactly small, and all of them
are very active, occupied and
alive. Sure, Woodward has plen-
ty of eyesores, but the last I
checked the road didn’t end at
Davison. 

Farther north is posh Palmer
Park, the renowned Detroit Zoo,
and the terrific communities of
Huntington Woods, Ferndale,
Royal Oak and, eventually,
Birmingham.

Nowhere? Hardly.

The unoriginal characteriza-
tion of our urban adventurer,
uncritically quoted in the Post,
outraged Ms. Hunter, who has
fond memories of the days she
passed as a child growing up on
her grandfather’s farm on North
Woodward.

Her indignation is under-
standable, I think, but mis-
placed. In truth, why should
anyone care about the media-
driven impressions of a crawl-
space dweller? Why should we
ever care how we’re portrayed
by hit-and-run journalists look-
ing for bite-sized mcnews
nuggets to spoon feed their
image-dependent audiences?

And yet, inevitably, tactless
comments in the national press
seem to arouse mass upset in
defensive Detroit-area resi-
dents.

The insults hurled by people
who don’t know our town mean
about as much as an ice cream
headache. 

They sting like hell for a few
seconds, but then they’re gone
and you’re no worse off than
before.

When someone like Mike
Illich calls Woodward a road to
nowhere, then it ’s time to
worry. 

But considering he’s invested
a few hundred million dollars in
the city, that’s not likely to hap-
pen any time soon.

In the meantime, I think I’ll
take a relaxing cruise down
Woodward. No matter which
direction you take, it always
leads you to someplace interest-
ing.

Lee Snider is the editor of the
Birmingham Bloomfield Eccen-
tric. Reach him at (248) 901-
2558, or
lsnider@oe.homecomm.net.
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■ The stark fact is that
without some ongoing
redevelopment some-
where, Headlee and Prop
A together will
increasingly choke
Birmingham’s ability to
provide the services our
citizens demand. 

■ The insults hurled by
people who don’t know
our town mean about as
much as an ice cream
headache. They sting like
hell for a few seconds,
but then they’re gone
and you’re no worse off
than before.

We’d like to hear what you think. Write a letter to the editor.


