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“Nothing will ever be attempted 
if all possible objections 
must first be overcome.”
 –Samuel Johnson

“We can easily forgive a child 
who is afraid of the dark; 
the real tragedy of life
is when men are afraid of the light.”
 –Socrates

“Everything should be made 
as simple as possible, 
but not simpler.”
 –Albert Einstein
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A MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRS

There are many large-scale difficult challenges in Detroit. Education, crime and jobs 
highlight the top of the list. However, it is our strong belief that unless and until we 
eradicate the malignant disease of blight from our city, it will be near impossible to 
make significant progress in those areas or on any other serious issue that faces our 
home town.
Blight is a cancer.  Blight sucks the soul out of anyone who gets near it, let alone those 
who are unfortunate enough to live with it all around them.  Blight is radioactive. It is 
contagious. Blight serves as a venue that attracts criminals and crime. It is a magnet for 
arsonists. Blight is a dangerous place for firefighters and other emergency workers to 
perform their duties.
Blight is also a symbol. It is a symbol of all that is wrong and all that has gone wrong 
for too many decades in the once thriving world-class city of Detroit.  The proliferation 
of blight throughout Detroit has not only become a negative symbol for those who live 
near or around it but it has also become negatively synonymous with the City of Detroit 
itself; not just locally but in newspapers, television, on-line and in virtually every other 
medium worldwide.
The phrase ‘ruin-porn’ did not emerge accidentally. It emerged because it is rooted in 
the truth that tens of thousands of well-built homes, commercial buildings and clean 
vacant lots have morphed into an unprecedented amount of ugly blight.
There is no need to sugar-coat this calamity any longer. In fact, as is the case in so 
many areas of human challenge, the admission of reality in a complete, objective and 
unbiased manner is the first step on the road to recovery.
Make no mistake about it, this Task Force has taken on the mission to recommend a 
clear and detailed plan to fully and completely eradicate blight from the City of Detroit.
Just like removing only part of a malignant cancerous tumor is no real solution, 
removing only part or incremental amounts of blight from neighborhoods and the city 
as a whole is also no real solution. Because, like cancer, unless you remove the entire 
tumor, blight grows back.
This is a unique time in Detroit. There is a convergence of forces and timing on several 
fronts that is giving the city and all of those who live and/or work in it, a once in a 
millennium opportunity to get it right.  This is a moment in time that is screaming for 
all of us to reject the divisive and destructive ways of the past.  It is a moment that 
is calling on all of those who have the ability to positively and significantly affect the 
outcome to work together to do just that.
Downtown and midtown is experiencing the most productive period we have seen in 
recent memory, if not longer. There is hope and optimism in the air.  However, without 
the neighborhoods of Detroit participating in the same kind of productive environment 
and without the residents in those neighborhoods feeling the same kind of hope, the 
positive momentum in downtown and midtown is bound to run out of steam.  
Detroit is one city. You cannot divide the city into a section that beams with hope, 
optimism, and prospects of a bright future while the vast majority lives in hopelessness 
and despair.

The plan you read in these pages will inform you as it informed us. It will shock you in 
one sense but it will motivate you in another. Almost above all else, we have attempted 
to bring clarity to the massive challenge of blight. This clarity allowed us to recommend 
a set of detailed, comprehensive, well-articulated action-oriented strategies to address 
and remove all of the blight in Detroit as quickly as possible.
This monumental challenge needed the incredible work of many more than our small 
Task Force. Noble efforts from numerous people representing foundations, non-profits, 
private businesses, the city itself, the state, the feds, the field surveyors, and more 
worked tirelessly over these past nine months to help create and build this plan. Most of 
them will remain nameless but their work will never be forgotten and there is no ‘thank 
you’ that will do it justice.
We have just one ask of each of you that are reading these words: Please read the 
entire report. It’s long, but as you turn the pages, we hope you will find the information 
is curated and packaged in a way that will maintain your interest. The more people who 
read this plan, the better chance we have of implementing the  recommendations in it 
which are designed to make blight in Detroit something you can only see or read about 
in history books.
We believe that despite the enormity of Detroit’s challenges, our city’s best days are 
ahead of it. 
The first major step on the path to this vision is the removal of the cancer of blight from 
our city. This plan gives us a detailed blueprint for how to take that first major step. 
This moment in time is calling on all of us to make the simple choice to work together 
unified in our determination to eliminate blight from the entire city of Detroit. It’s a 
choice we must make. Failure is not an option.

May 27, 2014
Detroit, Michigan
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OUR MISSION.  In September 
2013, the Obama Administration 
announced a $300 million federal 
effort focused on working with 
the city to address key areas of 
importance,  including blight 
removal, public works, and public 
safety. 

The Administration highlighted the 
need to involve both the private 
sector and the State to support and 
accelerate Detroit’s revitalization. The 
creation of the Blight Removal Task 
Force (Task Force) was announced 
at the same time. The Task Force 
brought private, philanthropic, 
nonprofit, federal, and state partners 
together with the city, to develop a 
straightforward and detailed set of 
recommendations. The mission was 
to address every blighted residential, 
commercial, and public structure in 
the entire city as quickly as possible, 
as well as to clear every neglected 
vacant lot.

The Task Force created a larger 
working group (Steering Committee) 
with strategic partners from a 
broader background bringing 
the expertise, man-power, and 
perspective to research and curate 
the enormous amount of information 
needed to inform the Task Force. 

This unprecedented public-private 
partnership is an essential step in 
building strong neighborhoods. 
Clearing and removing blight will 
encourage residents by showing 
visible signs of progress, which 
will restore hope and inspire 
residents to stay and take part in 
their neighborhood’s future. Our 
recommendations promote the 
transparent public exchange of 
information, the creation of economic 
opportunities for Detroit residents, 
and the detailed and environmentally 
conscious strategies to address 
blight.

DETROIT 
BLIGHT 

REMOVAL 
TASK FORCE

Center for Community Progress

City of Detroit 

Office of the Emergency Manager, 
City of Detroit

Data Driven Detroit

Detroit Land Bank Authority

DTE Energy

Loveland Technologies

Michigan Nonprofit Association

Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority

New Hope Community Development

Rock Ventures Family of Companies

The Kresge Foundation

The Skillman Foundation

US Department of Housing & Urban 
Development

US Department of Treasury

The Task Force created five sub-teams comprised of members of the 
Steering Committee to research and report back on the five major areas 
depicted in the diagram above. 

The Steering Committee consisted of representatives from the following 
entities:

Steering 
Committee

Data/Technology

Legal

Funding

Community Outreach

Demolition/Cost

Blight 
Task 

Force
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Highlights of the mayor’s plan 
launched in recent months include:

• The Establishment of the 
Department of Neighborhoods, 
providing the foundation for 
coordinating cross-agency 
actions and supporting much 
more consistent and transparent 
communication between the city 
and its residents than ever before;

• Re-energizing the role of the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority 
(DLBA) as a strong agent for 
preservation, revitalization, 
and transformation of blighted 
properties in Detroit through 
a range of interventions, from 
stabilization of structures and 
returning them to private 
ownership to removal of 
hazardous conditions and 
dangerous buildings;

• Strong leadership to realize the 
vision of Detroit Future City, 
especially through the newly 
established cabinet position for 
Jobs and Economic Growth;

• Prioritization of Blight Removal 
through a range of approaches, 
from management of the Hardest 
Hit Fund Program to reawakening 
Detroit’s code enforcement and 
nuisance abatement programs; 

• Investment in a unique 
partnership between the City of 
Detroit and the DLBA, including 
the new BuildingDetroit.org 
website and other approaches to 
encouraging renewal and resident 
investment; 

• Establishment of special 
programs to assist responsible 
homeowners, such as the 
program to offer $1 million in 
forgivable home improvement 
loans to new homeowners in the 
Marygrove University area; and

• Numerous efforts to reform 
city and state legislation, not 
only to address blight and crack 
down on irresponsible property 
speculators and owners, but also 
to support neighborly actions 
such as community boarding, 
while closing loopholes that 
reward property theft in the form 
of scrap metal stripping, or that 
turn a blind eye to squatting and 
other illegal practices.

The Task Force commenced its work 
in September 2013, six months after 
Michigan Governor Rick Snyder 
named Kevyn Orr the Emergency 
Manager (EM) for the City of Detroit, 
and two months before Mike Duggan 
was elected Mayor. Even before 
assuming office in January 2014, 
the Mayor had set the tone for a 
strong step towards addressing every 
neighborhood in Detroit, saving as 
many structures as possible, and 
strongly supporting residents in their 
work to protect their homes and 
strengthen their communities. In 
August 2013, Mr. Duggan introduced  
Every Neighborhood Has a Future 
10-point Plan.  This was the Mayor’s 
strategy to restore Detroit as a great 
place to live and work.

The Task Force conducted its work as 
the Mayor’s office was simultaneously 
and aggressively pursuing 
neighborhood-saving interventions, 
including some that are supported 
and emphasized in this report.

A NEW 
DYNAMIC 

FOR 
DETROIT

“SOMEONE 
ACTUALLY TOOK 

A LOT OF TIME 
TO BUILD THAT 

HOUSE, AND THEY 
BUILT IT WITH A 

FAMILY IN MIND.”

 Alexis Wiley, spokesperson for 
Mayor Duggan
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DO THE RIGHT THING
1. Focus on what matters to Detroit and to Detroiters.

2. Treat every street as if you lived there.

3. Streamline, but don’t shortcut.

4. Ask yourself, “How will this action or choice help break the blight cycle?” 

STRATEGY, URGENCY, CREDIBILITY
1. Align anti-blight efforts with the broader visions for the future of the city 

and neighborhoods.

2. Work from a shared strategy. 

3. Use the best-available technology that provides real-time information 
about Detroit’s conditions; continue to build it, use it, improve it. 

4. Be inventive, resourceful, responsive, and obsessive about finding a 
better way. Don’t be afraid to try something that is untested. 

5. Acknowledge the problems within this ambitious effort and learn from 
them.

6. Measure progress; celebrate success.

7. Believe it and then you will see it.

The work of the Task Force directly 
supports the Mayor’s vision of a 
future for every neighborhood. The 
goal of blight removal is to build 
strong neighborhoods. Many homes 
in Detroit are structurally sound, 
often with beautiful architecture 
and wonderful features, yet they sit 
abandoned today because of the 
blight that surrounds them. When 
homeowners feel that there is no 
hope for their neighborhood’s 
future, they just leave. To reverse 
this trend, it is urgent that we 
dramatically speed up the process 
of demolishing the vacant buildings 
that cannot be saved. For this reason, 
the Task Force set out to provide the 
City of Detroit with a blight removal 
strategy that leverages all the 
existing resources in Detroit as well 
as introduces new recommendations 
to create an efficient, scalable, cost 
effective, and environmentally safe 
methodology.

This monumental effort is going to 
take a village.  To rebuild this city, it 
will be necessary for unprecedented 
leadership and cooperation from 
the city, Council, Wayne County, 
the State of Michigan, the private 
sector, non-profit partners, the Feds, 
community leaders, and residents.  

Eliminating all blight from Detroit 
is an enormous task, but Detroiters 
have the inventiveness, grit, and 
resiliency to get it done. Everyone 
within city agencies, private business, 
charitable and cultural organizations, 
and each resident has a stake and a 
role in accomplishing this mission. 
We all must do our part in getting 
rid of the blight and disinvestment 
that has held Detroit back from its 
full potential. We all must help ensure 
that our city will never experience 
such neglect again. 

With this in mind, the Task Force 
developed the following set of 
fundamental principles to guide 
our work. These principles provide 
the foundation for our strategy to 
achieve our mission of a blight-free 
Detroit. 

GUIDING 
PRINCIPLES
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The Task Force believes that we 
must rebuild our neighborhoods to 
make Detroit strong again. We must 
retain and attract residents, revive 
community businesses, and address 
Detroit’s neighborhoods block by 
block and house by house. 

A balanced approach is key 
to rebuilding and reviving our 
neighborhoods. It is imperative 
that all blight be removed to 

create the right environment and 
market conditions for successful 
rehabilitation of other homes and 
even new construction. 

Another factor critical to successful 
neighborhood revitalization is the 
balance of input and decision making 
between government agencies 
and communities.  The Detroit 
Land Bank Authority (DLBA) and 
the City of Detroit Department of 
Neighborhoods must continually 
gather the best possible insights for 

addressing blight from residents, and 
apply that information to shape the 
best solutions for all Detroiters. 

Our city has more than 700,000 
residents. We need to ensure that 
multiple communication venues are 
available to create an ongoing, two-
way blight dialogue.

When a neighborhood is plagued 
with blight, the viable homes will 
soon become empty, too. No one 
knows this better than the residents. 
Reversing that trend will require 
a real urgency for coordinated 
dialogue and planning to implement 
the blight-fighting strategies laid 
out in this report. While there are 
many aspects of neighborhood 
revitalization, the scope of the Task 
Force effort focuses on removing 
blighted structures and clearing 
vacant parcels. 

In spite of the massive challenge 
ahead of us, there is a growing 
demand from people who want to 
buy vacant homes in recovering 
neighborhoods, as evident by the 
strong interest at the first Detroit 
Land Bank Authority auction in May 
2014.

1,000 PEOPLE ATTENDED 

THE FIRST DETROIT LAND 

BANK OPEN HOUSE EVENT IN 

EAST ENGLISH VILLAGE

BIDDERS REGISTERED 

FOR THE DETROIT LAND 

BANK NEIGHBORHOOD 

AUCTION

CRITICAL 
FACTORS
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Early on, the Task Force realized 
there was no comprehensive, single 
database that accurately defined the 
current scope of blight in Detroit.

As a result, in November 2013, 
the Task Force, in partnership with 
Michigan Nonprofit Association, 
Data Driven Detroit, and Loveland 
Technologies, conducted a physical 
survey that gathered property 
condition data for all 380,000 
parcels in the entire city. The goal 
of the MCM survey was to create a 
comprehensive database of detailed 
information including the condition 
of each and every property in the 
city. The process is designed to be 
scalable, repeatable, and updateable 
to ensure that relevant data will be 
available for policy makers both now 
and in the future.

The information was collected 
via a mobile application in a 
process nicknamed “Blexting,” (a 
combination of blight and texting) 
that built on the 2009 Detroit 
Residential Parcel Survey (DRPS). 
At that time, the 2009 survey was 
the first of its kind, conducted by 
the public-private Detroit Data 
Collaborative, a team effort by 
the Detroit Office of Foreclosure 
Prevention and Response, Michigan 
Community Resources, University of 
Michigan Ginsburg Center, and Data 
Driven Detroit. The MCM survey 
expanded on the 2009 survey to 
include the 135,000 non-residential 
parcels.

Over a period of ten weeks, a team 
of more than 150 resident surveyors 
and volunteer drivers were assigned 
to quarter-mile squares (nicknamed 
“microhoods”) to document property 
conditions within each defined area. 
The surveyors photographed the 
front of each property and answered 

a series of specific questions related 
to the condition of the property. 
The surveyors’ feedback included 
observations on data points such as 
occupancy, lot vacancy, fire damage, 
presence of dumping, and the nature 
and use of the property (residential, 
commercial, etc.) Once the surveyor 
completed the series of questions, 
the information was instantaneously 
uploaded via a live-stream feed 
to survey mission control, where 
associates performed a check on all 
data submitted from the field. 

The Task Force leveraged  the MCM 
field survey data and 24 additional 
datasets to create the definition of 
blight used for this report. 

150 RESIDENT SURVEYORS AND 

VOLUNTEER DRIVERS WERE ASSIGNED 

TO “MICROHOODS”
PLAN 

HIGHLIGHTS
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BLIGHT IS...

...an attractive 
nuisance.

...fire damaged or is 
otherwise dangerous.

...a public nuisance.

...already on Detroit’s 
BSEED Demolition list....has code violations 

posing a severe and 
immediate health or 
safety threat.

...open to the elements 
and trespassing.

...has had the utilities, 
plumbing, heating or 
sewerage disconnected, 
destroyed, removed, or 
rendered ineffective.

...a tax-reverted 
property.

...owned or is under 
the control of a land 
bank.

DEFINING BLIGHT.  The Task 
Force’s definition and methodology 
for classifying property as “blight” 
incorporates the concepts of 
physical blight, economic blight, the 
public’s interest in protecting the 
health, safety, and general welfare 
of people in its communities, and 
the preservation of property values. 
Michigan law defines a blighted 
property as one that meets any 
of the following conditions as 
determined by the applicable 
“governing body”:

• A public nuisance

• An attractive nuisance (yes, an 
oxymoron! See below...)

• A fire hazard or is otherwise 
dangerous

• Has had the utilities, plumbing, 
heating or sewerage disconnected, 
destroyed, removed, or rendered 
ineffective

• A tax-reverted property

• Owned or is under the control of a 
land bank

• Has been vacant for five 
consecutive years, and not 
maintained to code

• Has code violations posing a 
severe and immediate health or 
safety threat

Using the State of Michigan’s 
definition of “blighted property” as a 
starting point, the Task Force added 
elements from the Detroit Ordinance 
governing “dangerous buildings.”  
The Task Force’s definition includes 
properties that are: 

• Open to the elements and 
trespassing, and 

• On Detroit’s Buildings, Safety 
Engineering, and Environmental 
Department (BSEED) Demolition 
list.  

Accordingly, properties that are 
exposed to the elements, are not 
structurally sound, are in need of 
major repairs, are fire damaged, 
or have essentially been turned 
into a neighborhood dumping 
ground, were classified as “blight” 
by the Task Force. While the Task 
Force recognizes that there are 
other aspects that border on any 
reasonable definition of blight such 
as graffiti, un-manicured boulevard 
grass and litter, the scope of this 
report addresses blight based on the 
Task Force definition. 

DLBA

...has been vacant for 5 consecutive years, and not maintained to code.

1 2 3 4 5
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In addition to identifying structures 
and lots that met the Task Force 
definition of “blight,” we identified 
other properties  which possessed 
indicators of becoming future blight 
(“blight indicators”).  Properties 
with “blight indicators” are those 
structures which did not meet our 
definition of “blight,” yet had the 
following characteristics:  

• Were unoccupied and/or 
abandoned, or 

• Were publicly owned by local or 
state authorities, or owned by 
Government Sponsored Entities 
(such as Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mae),  

While a small minority of these 
properties may appear in fair 
condition today, there is a high 
probability that they will become 
blight in the near future and need 
to be removed. The Task Force 
recommends the approach of 
further inspection, data gathering, 
and analysis to determine the 
appropriate intervention.  

The Motor City Mapping (MCM) field 
survey identified vacant lots showing 
evidence of significant dumping that 
need immediate attention. These 
parcels are considered an attractive 
nuisance and therefore meet the Task 
Force definition of blight. 

MAXIMIZING COMMUNITY 
IMPACT. The MCM project produced 
an unprecedented property level 
database that not only defines the 
scope of blight in Detroit, but also 
provides critical data to assist in the 
overall prioritization of property 
intervention efforts.  

By combining MCM data with 
additional indices about property 
ownership and condition, 
neighborhood occupancy (focused 
specifically on the number of children 
under 18), housing market activity, 
and foreclosures, Data Driven Detroit 
was able to design the Maximizing 
Community Impact (MCI) tool. The 
goal of MCI is to identify Detroit 
geographies that are at a “tipping 
point” – areas within the city where 
immediate intervention has the best 
odds of preserving neighborhood 
stability, attracting new investment, 
and improving the quality of life 
for the greatest number of Detroit 
residents.

The Task Force believes blight 
removal and rehabilitation in Detroit 
must occur in geographic areas 
of concentration, rather than the 
scattered, sometimes random, 
approach of the past.   Addressing 
neighborhoods with holistic 
solutions stops the cancer (blight) 
from spreading, treats it, and 
then creates a strong base for the 
future. The MCI tool creates this 
geographic road map for the city 
and the DLBA. By focusing on the 
initial areas identified by MCI, over 
193,000 residents (or 27% of the total 
Detroit residential population) will be 
positively impacted by neighborhood 
intervention. 
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114,033 LOTS 

LOTS
263,569 STRUCTURES

STRUCTURES

377,602 PROPERTIES SURVEYED WITHIN THE CITY  

SURVEYED PROPERTIES 

78,506 STRUCTURES +
6,135 LOTS REQUIRE AN INTERVENTION

The Motor City Mapping successfully surveyed 378,136 of the 380,233 parcels within the 139 
square miles of the city. The difference of 2,097 parcels represents those properties that could 
not be viewed from the street. Data Driven Detroit confirmed that data received from 377,602 

surveys accurately matched third party data sets.  

38,429 
STRUCTURES

40,O77 
STRUCTURES

STRUCTURES THAT MEET 
TASK FORCE DEFINITION 

OF BLIGHT

STRUCTURES WITH 
INDICATORS OF FUTURE 

BLIGHT

6,135
LOTS 

BLIGHTED 
VACANT 

LOTS

BLIGHT = 84,641 PARCELS



ENHANCED TOOLS.  Once 
geographies are determined, block-
by-block and parcel-by-parcel analysis 
and action must be taken.  Parcel 
level analysis and actions include:

• Gaining legal authority to access 
the site

• On-site analysis of the structure 
or lot

• Determining appropriate 
intervention

• Completing intervention
• Placing liens or acquiring title 

to recoup costs of intervention 
activities

The Task Force strongly supports the 
Mayor’s program of using common 
law nuisance abatement actions to 
acquire title to blighted properties 
prior to any intervention. This 
approach reduces the overall timeline 
to complete all of the actions listed 
above by one to three years.  If for 
some reason, a private property 
falls outside the scope of nuisance 
abatement then the city should 
create specific demolition judgment 
liens that trigger an expedited 
foreclosure process. 

REMOVING BLIGHT.  While the 
Task Force realizes that the DLBA will 
need to utilize several interventions 
to revitalize a neighborhood, the 
focus of this report is on removing 
blighted structures and clearing 
blighted vacant lots. Because certain 
types of structures have similar 
characteristics for removal, we 
have grouped the various structure 
categories into two for purposes of 
removal recommendations:

• Neighborhood Structures, 
including all residential structures 
and commercial structures smaller 
than 25,000 square feet in lot 
size; and

• Large-Scale Commercial 
Structures, including commercial 
structures with lots greater than 
25,000 square feet, and industrial 
structures. 

Because neighborhood structures 
make up 98 percent of the total 
number of blighted structures in 
Detroit, the Task Force spent most of 
its time examining this category. We 
gathered best practices from other 
cities that tackled large-scale blight 
such as Baltimore, New Orleans, and 
Cleveland and organized it in four 
major areas of activity: 

• Environmental measures
• Deconstruction opportunities
• Demolition needs
• Recycling potential.

Additional Research Required: At the time of this report, the Task 
Force was not able to research and propose specific intervention 
methodologies and funding sources for these structures. The Task Force 
is willing and prepared to continue conversations with the DLBA to define 
implementation paths for these structures. 

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS PUT PEOPLE 

FIRST BY ADDRESSING RESIDENT AND 

WORKER SAFETY, RECOGNIZING THE NEED 
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78,506 TOTAL STRUCTURES 
NEEDING INTERVENTION

SINGLE-FAMILY           
Residential Structures 

4 Units or Less (legally 
defined as single-family)

72,328

MULTI-FAMILY           
Residential Structures 

Over 4 Units (legally 
defined as multi-family)

707

INSTITUTIONAL*

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL                 
Commercial Structures with lot size 

greater than 25,000 square feet

220

INDUSTRIAL                 
Industrial Structures with lot size 
greater than 25,000 square feet

339

NEIGHBORHOOD 
COMMERCIAL                 

Commercial Structures 
with lot size smaller 

than 25,000 square feet

3,904

MOTOR CITY MAPPING CATEGORIES:

NEIGHBORHOOD STRUCTURES

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL STRUCTURES

INSTITUTIONAL*

INSTITUTIONS                
Churches, schools, 

government offices, 
libraries, public, 

religious buildings, 

403

UNKNOWN          
Buildings with no 

identifying characteristics, 
usually ability lacks access 

- unable to assess. 

605 1,008

TOTAL 
STRUCTURES 
WHICH REQUIRE
ADDITIONAL 
RESEARCH

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH REQUIRED



GETTING AHEAD. While this report 
provides a clear, concise plan to 
remove all of the blight in Detroit, 
we need to recognize the volume of 
blighted structures did not happen 
overnight.  Detroit’s conditions are 
the physical result of dire economic 
and social forces that pulled the city 
apart over many decades. To really 
address Detroit’s blight we need to 
identify ways to get ahead of the 
problem.   

There are two areas the Task Force 
recommends addressing:  

• Property tax reform

• Legislative policy reform

Just over 70,500 Detroit properties 
have been foreclosed through 
the Wayne County tax foreclosure 
process from 2009-2013, resulting 
in $744.8M in lost city property 
taxes. The city has already begun to 
take steps to address its property 
assessment issues.  Detroit is about 
to embark on its first citywide 
property reassessment in 30 years. 
We applaud the city’s efforts, but 
the Task Force feels stronger action 
is needed.  Our recommendations 
focus on promoting a property tax 
policy that encourages participation 
and ways to address the properties 
currently at risk of foreclosure. 
There are also several legislative 
policy reforms that, if passed, can 
be aggressively enforced by the city 
to reduce blight, scrapping, and 
the repurchase of tax foreclosed 
properties.  

A SENSE OF URGENCY. Even with 
anticipated cost savings, process 
efficiencies, ordinance changes, and 
enhanced tools and data Detroit will 
need as much as $850 million just to 
address neighborhood blight (the 
majority being residential structures) 
in the next few years. Addressing 
the larger-scale industrial sites across 
the city could add an additional 
$500 million to $1 billion because of 
their scale and potential for greater 
environmental issues than other types 
of properties. 

No city in the country has taken on 
the scale of blight that Detroit faces, 
nor have they proposed eradication 
timelines as aggressive as ours. This 
presents several challenges and 
opportunities. The most significant 
challenge by far is funding. With 
appropriate funding commitments, 
Detroit will have the ability to 
compile data; build technology tools; 
implement intervention protocols 
and processes for deconstruction, 
demolition, recycling, rehabilitation, 
and lead abatement; create new jobs 
and train Detroiters; and support 
investment in recycling centers. 
Without a stable, predictable funding 
base, all of this is at risk. 

The Task Force feels strongly that 
Detroit needs to act aggressively to 
eradicate the blight in as fast a time 
as possible. Other cities contending 
with high levels of blight have 
never addressed more than 7,000 
structures a year. At that pace, it 
would take Detroit more than 11 
years to address the 84,641 blighted 
structures and vacant lots. Even then, 

merely addressing the existing Blight 
understates the problem because 
blight creates more blight. Without 
swift remedies, blight will continue to 
spread and expand. Thus, this report 
proposes a strategy that would 
eradicate all the blight in Detroit in 
five years. 

THIS IS OUR 

MOMENT 

IN TIME.

The Task Force believes we have a 
unique moment in time when all of 
the elements needed to implement 
the comprehensive strategy to 
recognize the future of every Detroit 
neighborhood are defined under a 
shared vision. We hope this strategy 
provides actionable insight, tools and 
recommendations that inform the 
shared vision.

And now for the plan...

Detroit requires 

$850M to address 

neighborhood 

blight.

Even with every 

available source 

of funding, Detroit 

faces a shortfall of 

$400 million.

Without a stable, 

predictable funding 

base, all of this is 

at risk.
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DISTINCT HISTORY.  Each of 
Detroit’s neighborhoods has a 
distinct history and its own character, 
challenges, needs, and opportunities. 
Every neighborhood has a future, and 
it doesn’t include blight.

The Mayor’s Ten-Point Plan for 
Neighborhoods set the stage to 
build strong neighborhoods. The 
Department of Neighborhoods 
was created, the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority has been strengthened, 
and the city’s code enforcement 
and nuisance abatement initiatives 
bolstered. Each of these steps are 
helping to move people back into 
the neighborhoods. The city is 
implementing policies to rebuild 
Detroit’s population by saving every 
home that can be saved and moving 
families back into them. The Detroit 
Land Bank’s new on-line auction is at 
the heart of this effort. At the same 
time, the city has begun demolishing 
vacant buildings that cannot be 
saved. 

The city is also developing an answer 
to the question: What comes next for 
the city?  An updated Master Plan of 
Policies for Detroit will answer this 
question. The Master Plan of Policies 
is a comprehensive long-range plan 
of policies and priorities, which 
serves as a blueprint for Detroit’s 
future. The Mayor has also embraced 
ideas emerging from the strategic 
framework created through Detroit 
Future City in 2013 as input and 
guidance for this work. 

Detroit Future City’s land use 
forecast and current pilot projects 
will contribute to preventing blight 
in coming years. These priorities will 
call upon the Mayor’s Office, the 
Department of Neighborhoods, the 
Detroit Future City Implementation 
Office, the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority, Wayne County, the State 
of Michigan, the Detroit Economic 
Growth Corporation, and business 
and community leaders to work 
closely together to realize many 
strategic opportunities for investment 
in Detroit’s employment areas and 
neighborhoods.

AND IT DOESN’T 

INCLUDE BLIGHT.

DETROIT 
CONTEXT][EVERY 

NEIGHBORHOOD HAS 

A FUTURE...
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT.  The 
Task Force’s recommendations rely on 
community engagement whereby the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) 
and the City of Detroit Department 
of Neighborhoods will continually 
gather the best possible insights for 
addressing blight from residents.  
They will then apply that information 
to shape the best solutions for all 
Detroiters. 

Our city has more than 700,000 
residents. How can we ensure that we 
hear from and respond to as many 
people as possible? 

RECOMMENDATION 2-1.  Build 
and maintain digital communication 
tools.  The Task Force recommends 
the DLBA implement the following:

• Information portal. Leverage 
Motor City Mapping (MCM) to 
implement an ongoing, open, 
parcel-level information portal, 
available on-line at all times to all 
residents; 

• Website.  Design and maintain 
a regularly updated website that 
provides real-time information 
related to the blight removal 
strategy implementation; and

• Social Media.  Deploy an active 
and aggressive e-mail and social 
media strategies. 

RECOMMENDATION 2-2. Leverage 
neighborhood points of contact.

• District Manager. Continue 
to leverage the Department of 
Neighborhoods District Manager 
as the consistent points of 
contact.

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT  ][ Multiple points of contact will be 

available for all Detroit residents 

Neighborhood District Managers will 
utilize multiple means of communication 
to best strategize community actions

25CHAPTER 2: WHAT IS THE CONTEXT FOR OUR WORK?24 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 



1
2 3

4

5

6

7

1
23

4

5

6

7

Although the technology is designed 
to be easy to access and use, the 
community engagement effort will 
also include training sessions to 
prepare residents to collect parcel-
level information about blighted 
properties. Electronic tablets used 
during the Motor City Mapping field 
survey will be donated to the city.  
District Managers are encouraged   
to make these electronic devices 
available to residents on a “check-
out” basis to encourage city-wide 
participation.

Motor City Mapping captures and 
curates data, but the most important 
element of this two-way tool is to 
promote the communication of 
information, including decision-
making and actions regarding parcel 
interventions.  The community 
MUST participate in all aspects of 
the process for this approach to 
positively impact neighborhoods and 
the entire city.  

The Motor City Mapping project 
started as a citywide survey that 
gathered property condition data for 
each of the city’s 380,000 parcels. 
This effort should be extended to 
become a full, continuous two-way 
conversation with the public through 
a revolutionary smart phone and 
computer based tool for sharing 
parcel-level information. Residents 
can use their own mobile phones 
and computers, or city-provided 
electronic tablets, to provide street-
level information and photos related 
to blighted structures and vacant lots 
in their neighborhoods. 

This information is vital to help the 
city and Detroit Land Bank Authority 
maintain, update, and apply the most 
accurate information possible, setting 
broad geographic priorities and 
making specific parcel-level decisions. 
It will also be used as the database 
to update residents on current 
conditions and activities surrounding 
blight in their neighborhoods.

Residents can use their own mobile phones and computers, or city-
provided electronic tablets, to provide street-level information 
and photos related to blighted structures and vacant lots in their 
neighborhoods. 

DIGITAL COMMUNICATION:
Information Portal
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THE LAND USE ELEMENT

THE CITY SYSTEMS ELEMENT

THE NEIGHBORHOOD ELEMENT

THE LAND AND BUILDINGS ASSETS 
ELEMENT

THE ECONOMIC GROWTH ELEMENT

The Detroit Land Bank Authority should expand and maintain 
detroitlandbank.org to include real-time information in the following areas:

• Links to the electronic version of this Blight Removal Task Force Plan 
(located at timetoendblight.com) 

• List of upcoming neighborhood community presentations (see 
Neighborhood Points of Contact section)

• Links to Motor City Mapping Information Portal (see Information Portal 
section)

• Nuisance abatement updates

• Demolition activity updates

• Auction activity updates

• Side lot sales and sales to owner occupants

• Copies of Detroit Land Bank policies and procedures

• Dedicated page for Detroit Land Bank Authority related questions with 
a comments section, allowing residents to share their observations and 
feedback.  

The Blight Task Force strongly recommends that all digital communication 
methods are appropriately staffed.

The Detroit Land Bank Authority should also send proactive email blasts to 
community groups to complement updates to the website.  

THE BLIGHT TASK 

FORCE PLAN 

SUPPORTS ALL 5 

PLANNING ELEMENTS 

AND THE CIVIC 

ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES WITHIN 

DETROIT FUTURE CITY.

DIGITAL COMMUNICATION:
Website
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Detroit’s Department of 
Neighborhood’s District Managers 
and Assistant Managers will be 
liaisons between residents and the 
Department of Neighborhoods, 
Planning and Development 
Department, Detroit Land Bank 
Authority, and Detroit Future City, 
as well as exchanging information 
at scheduled neighborhood and 
community meetings. The Detroit 
Land Bank Authority team will 
continue to provide training and 
tools to the District Managers on the 
overall blight removal and property 
intervention strategy. Communication 
is often the most challenging 
component of any human activity. 
Stronger connections between the 
citizens and city departments AND 
the city departments with each other, 
will make it easier for the community 
to participate in the overall blight 
removal process. 

The District Managers should be held 
accountable for making sure that 
blight removal and prevention is a 
significant topic at all neighborhood 
and community meetings. The 
meetings are envisioned not only 
for informational purposes, but as 

opportunities for community groups 
to gather and exchange information, 
organize activities, and coordinate 
their planning. The District Managers 
should coordinate the participation of 
the Detroit Land Bank Authority, each 
district’s City Council member, the 
Mayor’s Office, the Department of 
Neighborhoods, Detroit Future City 
and key community groups. 

These meetings also offer the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority an 
opportunity to update the public 
on blight elimination priorities, in 
addition to specific action plans and 
detailed activities on a street-by-
street and parcel-by-parcel basis. 
It is recommended that the initial 
meetings focus on reviewing the 
Blight Removal Task Force Plan and 
training residents to use the Motor 
City Mapping tools. 

Further, appropriate city offices 
and community groups can utilize 
community meetings to provide 
information and outreach for 
foreclosure prevention, resident 
and business-owner assistance with 
repairs and improvements, and 
support for resident groups that are 
working to address blight in their 
community.

PUTTING RESIDENTS IN 
TOUCH WITH RESOURCES.  
Many of Detroit’s residents 
are willing to put their 
own time and effort 
into improving their 
neighborhoods. The city 
must find ways to support 
these individuals—including 
funding, helpful tools, 
and access to third-party 
volunteers. Resident 
participation is a crucial 
part of the solution. The 
Mayor has created a single 
point of access through the 
creation of the Department 
of Neighborhoods and it’s 
District Managers for making 
such requests.

NEIGHBORHOOD POINTS OF CONTACT:
District Managers

The Task Force also recommends that the Detroit Land Bank Authority deploy 
an active and aggressive social media strategy including Twitter, Facebook, 
Instagram, etc. to engage with the community, as well as to receive incoming 
real-time information.  This information provides additive value for the Land 
Bank to make the best and most impactful decisions on the path to eradicating 
blight in the City of Detroit.  Because social media is instantaneous, optionally 
anonymous, and allows convenient delivery of photos and video, this medium 
fits well with the mission of removing all blight from the city.  

DIGITAL COMMUNICATION:
Social Media
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Blight is a drag on community energy.  
It is a siphon on city vitality. Blight 
is a strong deterrent to economic 
investment and a proven threat to 
public safety. Blight can be a source 
of despair or cynicism for people 
who have witnessed the decline of a 
particular building or neighborhood 
over time.  Broken windows, piled-
up trash, and scorched or stripped 
interiors of vacant structures have 
challenged Detroiters every day for 
decades. This has been a painful 
reality for the city’s people and has 
harmed the national image of Detroit.

Eliminating Detroit’s blight will 
dramatically improve the next 
chapter of the city’s story, as 
community activists, faith leaders, 
designers, artists, greeners, block 
captains, business owners, individual 
residents, and organizations of every 
size and description implement a 
bold and better vision for the future.

Neighbors in Brightmoor, which 
lost one-third of its population 
between 2000 and 2010, have 
worked energetically to capture 
the creativity and enthusiasm 
of residents. Working through 
the broad-based Brightmoor 
Alliance, residents have created 
farms, gardens, community and 
school art projects. 

In nearby Cody Rouge, the 
Stahelin Block Association 
president, Andrea Jackson, 
gathered a team of seven young 
residents to document blighted 
properties in the neighborhood 
and how blight affects the 
community residents. After 
documenting over 250 homes 
in two days, the team presented 
their findings to Detroit City 
Hall and the Michigan State 
Legislature. The experience 
gave the kids an insight into 
the impact of blight on their 
neighborhood and enabled them 
to act as community leaders.

“WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, EVERY 
HOUSE ON MY BLOCK WAS OCCUPIED. 
DURING LAST MONTH’S SURVEY, I 
SAW THE FIRST VACANT HOME ON MY 
STREET….I DON’T WANT MY HISTORY 
TO BE ERASED.”
Lauren Hood, Community Engagement Manager at Loveland 
Technologies, Director of Deep Dive Detroit, and Participant 
in Motor City Mapping

BLIGHT’S 
IMPACTS[ ]
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MOTOR 
CITY 

MAPPING[ ]
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In November 2013, the Blight 
Removal Task Force, in partnership 
with Michigan Nonprofit Association, 
Data Driven Detroit, and Loveland 
Technologies, began a physical 
survey to gather property condition 
data for all 380,000 parcels in the 
city. The goal of the Motor City 
Mapping (MCM) project was to 
create a comprehensive database of 
detailed information including the 
condition of each and every property 
in Detroit. The process is designed to 
be scalable, repeatable, and real-time 
to ensure that relevant data will be 
available for policy makers both now 
and in the future.

Data was collected via a mobile 
application in a process nicknamed 
“Blexting,” (a combination of blight 
and texting) that built on prior data 
from the 2009 Detroit Residential 
Parcel Survey (DRPS). At that time, 
the 2009 survey was the first of 
its kind, conducted by the public-
private Detroit Data Collaborative, 
a team effort of the Detroit Office 
of Foreclosure Prevention and 
Response, Michigan Community 
Resources, University of Michigan 
Ginsburg Center, and Data Driven 
Detroit. The 2014 MCM survey 
expanded on the 2009 survey to 
include non-residential properties.

“BLEXTING” - A COMBINATION OF 
BLIGHT AND TEXTING

DATA 
COLLECTION[ ]
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Over a period of ten weeks, a team 
of approximately 150 resident 
surveyors and volunteer drivers 
were assigned to quarter-mile 
areas (nicknamed “microhoods”) to 
document property conditions. The 
surveyors photographed the front of 
each property and answered a series 
of specific questions related to the 
its condition. The survey feedback 
included observations on occupancy, 
lot vacancy, fire damage, presence 
of dumping and the nature of the 
use of the property (residential, 
commercial, etc.).  Once the surveyor 

completed the series of questions, 
the information was instantaneously 
uploaded via a live-stream feed to 
‘mission control’, where associates 
performed a quality control check on 
all data submitted from the field. The 
full questionnaire is located in the 
Appendix section of this report.

DETROIT RESIDENTS DID THE WORK
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IS THERE A STRUCTURE ON THE SITE?

IF YES, 

PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS FOR STRUCTURES:

What is this site used for?
Number of Units (Only for Residential and Mixed Use Residential/
Commercial)
What is the condition of the structure? 
Is the structure occupied?
Is the structure open and in need of boarding?
Is the structure fire damaged?
Is there dumping on the site?

PLEASE RATE THE FOLLOWING ELEMENTS TO DETERMINE THE 
STRUCTURAL ASSESSMENT RATING:

Building Walls and Foundation
Roof 
Doors and Windows
Siding/Masonry
Chimney and Gutters

IF NO, 

PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS FOR LOTS:

What is this site used for?
Is the lot improved or unimproved?
Is the lot maintained?
Is there dumping on the site?

MOTOR CITY MAPPING “BLEXTING” FIELD SURVEY



A group of urban planners, 
technology experts, and residents 
created the structure and plan for 
the Motor City Mapping effort.  

With the Blexting system in-
hand, surveyors were trained to 

use the application.

Motor City Mapping organizers 
choreographed the process to 
survey to every single property 
in Detroit.   

Loveland Technologies and Data Driven Detroit joined various 
representatives of the Blight Task Force to plan the massive citywide 
survey effort. 

1

3

2

5

4

6
$ $ $ $

7

Soon there was a small army of 
survey teams working across the 
city, submitting data in real-time.

MOTOR CITY MAPPING 
FIELD SURVEY PROCESS

After the mapping process was 
defined, teams of two gathered 

information on each and every 
property in the city. 

As data came in from 
the field, quality control 

associates checked data for 
accuracy and completeness.

Information from 24 separate 
databases (ex. tax information, 
utilities, postal, etc) were then 
added to the Motor City Mapping 
database, enhancing the information 
for nearly every property in the city.  
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...an attractive 
nuisance.

...fire damaged or is 
otherwise dangerous.

...a public nuisance.

...already on Detroit’s 
BSEED Demolition list.

...has code violations 
posing a severe and 
immediate health or 
safety threat.

...open to the elements 
and trespassing.

...has had the utilities, 
plumbing, heating or 
sewerage disconnected, 
destroyed, removed, or 
rendered ineffective.

...a tax-reverted 
property.

...owned or is under 
the control of a land 
bank.

BLIGHT IS...

DLBA

...has been vacant for 5 consecutive years, and not maintained to code.

1 2 3 4 5

There are several technical and legal 
definitions of blight and then there 
is the daily experience of blight. 
One trait that is common across all 
definitions and experiences of blight 
is that it is caused by neglect.  A 
small problem becomes bigger over 
time. Without intervention, sooner or 
later, blight spreads and takes over 
a block, then a neighborhood, then 
a district, and then a city. The Task 
Force’s definition and methodology 
for classifying property as “Blight” 
incorporates the concepts of physical 
blight, economic blight, the public’s 
interest in protecting the health, 
safety, and general welfare of 
people in its communities, and the 
preservation of property values.  

Michigan law defines a “blighted 
property” as one that meets 
any of the following conditions 
as determined by an applicable 
“governing body”:

• A public nuisance
• An attractive nuisance (see below)

• A fire hazard or is otherwise 
dangerous

• Has had utilities, plumbing, 
heating or sewerage 
disconnected, destroyed, 
removed, or rendered ineffective

• A tax-reverted property
• Owned or under the control of a 

land bank
• Has been vacant for 5 consecutive 

years and not maintained to code
• Has code violations posing a 

severe and immediate health or 
safety threat

Definition of an Attractive Nuisance:  A landowner may be held liable 
for injuries to children trespassing on the land if the injury is caused by a 
hazardous object or condition on the land that is likely to attract children 
who are unable to appreciate the risk posed by the object or condition.  
(i.e. abandoned cars, poles of lumber, debris, etc.)

DEFINING 
BLIGHT[ ]
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Using the State of Michigan’s definition of “blighted property” as a starting 
point, the Task Force added elements from the Detroit Ordinance governing 
“dangerous buildings”. 

The Task Force definition includes properties that are:
• Open to the elements and trespassing, and
• On Detroit’s Buildings, Safety Engineering, and Environmental Department 

(BSEED) Demolition list.

Accordingly, properties that are exposed to the elements, are not structurally 
sound, are in need of major repairs, are fire damaged, or have essentially been 
turned into a neighborhood dumping ground, were classified as “blight” by the 
Task Force.  
While the Task Force recognized that there are other aspects that border on any 
reasonable definition of blight such as graffiti, un-manicured boulevard grass 
and litter, the scope of this report addresses blight based on the Task Force 
definition.

In addition to identifying structures and lots that met the Task Force definition 
of “Blight,” we identified other properties which possessed indicators of 
becoming future blight (“Blight Indicators”).  Properties with “Blight Indicators” 
are those properties and structures which did not meet our definition of 
“Blight,” yet, had the following characteristics:  

• Were unoccupied and/or abandoned (regardless of duration), or 
• Were publicly owned by local or state authorities, or owned by Government 

Sponsored Entities (such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mae),  

While a small number of these properties may appear in fair condition today, 
there is a high probability that they will become blighted in the near future 
and need to be removed.  The Task Force recommends the approach of 
further inspection, data gathering and analysis to determine the appropriate 
intervention.  

INDICATORS OF 
FUTURE BLIGHT

TASK FORCE 
DEFINITION OF 
“BLIGHT” 

BLIGHTED VACANT LOTS 

The Motor City Mapping field survey 
identified vacant lots showing evidence of 
significant dumping that need immediate 
attention. These parcels are considered 
an attractive nuisance and therefore meet 
the Task Force definition of blight. 
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BLIGHT DEFINITION
CATEGORY

       DATA SETS 
       (MOTOR CITY MAPPING)

Pubic Nuisance           Conditions 
          (Suggest Demo/poor)

Attractive Nuisance            Dumping

Fire Hazard            Fire Damage

Utilities Disconnected            DTE Data

Tax Reverter            Public Datasets

Land Bank Controlled            Public Datasets

Vacant            Basket Index (Survey,         
           DTE, Postal Data)

Code Violations            Administrative Dataset

Open to the Elements            Survey Dataset

BSEED Demo List            BSEED Dataset

The Task Force compiled 24 data sets from a variety of public and private 
sources. The Motor City Mapping team created a comprehensive database 
merging the field survey observations with 16 of the 24 data sets. The remaining 
eight data sets were not used to define the Task Force’s definition of blight but 
will be used in the next phase of the MCM project. For the first time in Detroit’s 
history, a deep and complete picture of each property in the city is now 
accessible for strategic, tactical analytics and decision making.  

Data Sets Collected But Not Used To 
Define Blight (8):

Data Sets Used To Define Blight 
(16):

This table demonstrates how the Task Force’s definition of blight was mapped to 
the data sets and field survey information captured through Motor City Mapping.

• 2009 Detroit Residential Parcel 
Survey

• Wayne County Register of Deeds 
- Sheriff’s Sales, Land Contracts, 
Mortgages, Warranty Deeds, and 
Quit-Claim Deeds, 2012 - 2013

• Wayne County Treasurer - Properties 
with Reverter Clause/Sold At Tax 
Auction, 2011 - 2013

• City of Detroit Buildings, Safety 
Engineering, and Environmental 
Department (BSEED) Dangerous 
Buildings List

• City of Detroit Fire Escrow Fund 
Properties

• Valassis VNEF Plus Address Database 
(Confirmed by USPS, January, 2014)

• Fannie Mae REO Inventory
• Freddie Mac REO Inventory
• Detroit Parcel Inventory
• 2014 Historic Resource Survey
• D3 Historic Districts and Eligible 

Districts Dataset
• 2013 City of Detroit Assessor’s File
• Michigan Land Bank Fast Track 

Authority - Current Inventory
• Detroit Land Bank Authority - Current 

Inventory
• Detroit Future City Current 

Framework Zones

• 2014 Tax-Delinquent Properties

• DTE Energy Gas and Electric Shut-
offs

• DWSD Water Shut-offs
• Clear Corps Intervention Locations
• Wayne County Treasurer - Properties 

Reaching Tax Auction, 2002 - 2013
• Detroit Fire Department Incidents, 

2012 - 2013
• SEMCOG Building Footprints
• Detroit Future City 10- and 50-year 

Future Land Use Framework

• Targeted Investment Areas

ONE TRAIT THAT IS COMMON ACROSS 
ALL DEFINITIONS AND EXPERIENCES 
OF BLIGHT IS THAT BLIGHT IS CAUSED 
BY NEGLECT. 
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BLIGHT NON-BLIGHT TOTAL % 
BLIGHTEDPARCEL

  TYPE
PUBLIC PRIVATE TOTAL PUBLIC PRIVATE TOTAL

PARCEL
 TYPE

PUBLIC PRIVATE TOTAL

STRUCTURE 
RESIDENTIAL

24,064 48,971 73,035 1,602 170,970 172,572 STRUCTURE 
RESIDENTIAL

25,666 219,941 245,607
30%

33% 67% 100% 1% 99% 100% 10% 90% 100%

STRUCTURE 
COMMERCIAL

913 4,558 5,471 339 12,152 12,491 STRUCTURE 
COMMERCIAL

1,252 16,710 17,962
30%

17% 83% 100% 3% 97% 100% 6.97% 93% 100%

TOTAL WITH 
STRUCTURE

24,977 53,529 78,506 1,941 183,122 185,063 TOTAL WITH 
STRUCTURE

26,918 236,651 263,569
30%

32% 68% 100% 1% 99% 100% 10% 90% 100%

VACANT 
 LOT

3,680  2,455 6,135 53,817 54,081 107,898 VACANT 
 LOT

57,497 56,536 114,033
5%

60% 40% 100% 50% 50% 100% 50% 50% 100%

TOTAL
28,657 55,984 84,641 55,758 237,203 292,961

TOTAL
84,415 293,187 377,602

22%
34% 66% 100% 19% 81% 100% 22% 78% 100%

           

MOTOR CITY MAPPING DATA RESULTS
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Motor City Mapping (MCM) successfully surveyed 378,136 of the 380,233 
properties within the 139 square miles of the city.  The difference of 2,097 
properties represents those that could not be viewed from the street.  Data 
Driven Detroit confirmed that data received from 377,602 surveys accurately 
matched third party data sets.  The table above highlights several interesting 
facts including 84,641 structures and vacant lots need intervention. 



  

WHAT WE 
FOUND[ ]

Of the 84,641 structures and vacant 
lots in need of intervention:

40,077 structures clearly meet 
the Task Force definition of 
“blight” and are recommended for 
immediate removal.  Community 
engagement will be required to 
confirm removal or otherwise address 
significant remedial action for these 
properties.

38,429 structures have “Blight 
Indicators” and need further 
evaluation. The Strategic 
Assessment Triage Tool, discussed in 
Chapter 5, can be used to guide the 
evaluation process. The spectrum of 
interventions includes rehabilitation, 
removal, or securing.

At least 6,135 vacant lots showed 
evidence of dumping and need 
immediate attention.  (Given the 
record breaking snowfall of 2014, the 
surveyors had difficulty getting an 
accurate identification of the vacant 
lot conditions.)  

STRUCTURES THAT MEET 
TASK FORCE DEFINITION OF 
BLIGHT

40,077

STRUCTURES WITH 
INDICATORS OF FUTURE 
BLIGHT

38,429

STRUCTURES WITH 
INDICATORS OF FUTURE 
BLIGHT

78,506

BLIGHTED VACANT LOTS

06,135

TOTAL PROPERTIES 
MEETING THE BLIGHT 
TASK FORCE DEFINITION 
OF BLIGHT OR HAVE 
BLIGHT INDICATORS 
(INTERVENTIONS NEEDED)

84,641
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377,602 PROPERTIES SURVEYED WITHIN THE CITY 

(264,000) OF THE CITY’S PROPERTIES SURVEYED 
INCLUDES A STRUCTURE

70%

30%

STRUCTURES
WITH

VACANT LOTS ARE OWNED BY PUBLIC AGENCIES

1 IN 3

1 IN 2

RESIDENTIAL + 
COMMERCIAL 
STRUCTURES ARE 
BLIGHTED

OF PUBLICLY 
OWNED  
RESIDENTIAL 
STRUCTURES 
ARE BLIGHTED

94%

377K
(114,000) OF THE CITY’S 
PROPERTIES SURVEYED 
WERE LOTS 



The MCM team identified 40,077 structures that meet the Task Force definition 
of blight and are candidates for removal. Prior to any building being brought 
down, it is essential to engage with residents and the community to confirm 
removal is the appropriate intervention. (Specific outlines for community 
engagement can be found in this report in Chapter 2.)

Structures  that are candidates for removal meet any one of the following 
criteria:

• Reported with Poor or Suggest Demo external condition in the MCM Survey

• Fire Damaged 

• Listed in the Buildings, Safety Engineering, and Environmental Department 
Dangerous Buildings inventory

• Open to the elements or trespass

• Significant dumping

40,077
STRUCTURES MEET TASK 
FORCE DEFINITION OF 
BLIGHT
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13,279
structures

6,548
structures

26,358
structures

4,175
structures

22,419
structures

1,219
structures

286
structures

283
structures

998
structures

RESIDENTIAL 
STRUCTURES
(38,021)

40,077 structures are 
recommended for removal as they 

meet the Task Force definition 
of blight (Residential and non-

residential structures)

NON-
RESIDENTIAL 
STRUCTURES
(2,056)

Buildings Safety Engineering 
Environmental Department 

(BSEED) Dangerous Building List  

  

Open to the elements 
(no doors and/or windows)

NOTE: Structures fall into one of these categories but may fall into more than 
one. For example, a structure may be in poor/suggested demo conditions and 
have fire damage. 

Poor/suggest demo 
condition

Fire damage  

Dumping  

851
structures

DATA SET 
CATEGORIES
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results); Detroit Buildings, Safety Engineering, and 
Environmental Department; 2014 Historic Resource 
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Register of Deeds; Wayne County Treasurer; Fannie 
Mae; Freddie Mac; Valassis VNEF Plus Database; 
Data Driven Detroit.  
© Michigan Nonprofit Association. 
Created April 2014.

* Non-Residential Structures include: Commercial, 
Industrial, Institutional, and UnknownScale

10 2 4 Miles

Structures That Meet the 
Task Force Definition of Blight

Residential Structures
Non-Residential Structures *
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Properties in this category meet criteria that are referred to as properties having Blight 
Indicators and will need  further evaluation to identify the appropriate intervention.  
Structures within this category meet any one of the following criteria:

• Unoccupied and/or abandoned 
• Land Bank & city ownership
• Wayne County ownership (including reverter clause)
• Sheriff’s Deed
• Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac ownership

While these properties may otherwise be considered non-blight (i.e., arguably in good 
or fair condition) today, based on these characteristics, there is a high probability that 
they will devolve into Blight in the near future and need to be removed. The Task 
Force recommends further inspection and data gathering to confirm this intervention 
approach.
While MCM has collected a robust database of property information, additional 
factors need to be considered prior to deciding how to intervene on a these specific 
properties. In addition to getting direct feedback from the community, the Task Force 
recommends using the Strategic Assessment Triage Tool (SATT) to gather additional 
information. (The SATT tool is explained in more detail in Chapter 5.)

Properties included in the group of properties with “Blight Indicators” and in need 
further analysis does not mean that doing nothing is an option. For all of these 
structures, one of three interventions will be needed: removal, through demolition 
(utilizing deconstruction in some cases), restoration back to code, or, secure and 
maintain until a new use can be found.
During conversations with local deconstruction and demolition contractors, the Task 
Force learned that structures in this category have a high likelihood of resulting in 
candidates for removal. Primarily, contractors find that rehabilitation is cost prohibitive 
from a market perspective.  While there are circumstances where individuals, 
government and developers  may pay or invest more than the market value to restore 
a structure, such instances are rare. One example would be a home inherited from a 
family member which has sentimental value. Another example is when developers are 
trying to bolster the real estate market in a particular neighborhood. Based on the 
information gathered, the Task Force assumed that 80-90 percent of properties with 
Blight Indicators (or approximately 32,000 of the structures in this category) will need to 
be removed in the near future. 
This would result in an anticipated blight removal candidate pool of approximately 
72,000 structures (40,077 parcels that meet the definition of blight + 32,000 parcels that 
represent 80-90 percent of the parcels with blight indicators).

38,429 
STRUCTURES WITH 
INDICATORS OF FUTURE 
BLIGHT 

38K
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RESIDENTIAL 
STRUCTURES
(35,014)

38,429 structures with blight 
indicators and identified for further 

analysis (Residential and non-
residential structures)

DATA SET 
CATEGORIES

NON-
RESIDENTIAL 
STRUCTURES
(3,415)

Wayne County Tax 
Reverter Properties

Unoccupied Structures

Sheriff Sales

City Ownership

Detroit Land Bank 
Authority

2012 Tax Auction 
Remainder Properties

Fannie Mae / Freddie 
Mac

Michigan Land Bank

NOTE: Structures fall into one of these categories but may fall into more than 
one. For example, a structure may be both unoccupied and a Michigan Land 
Bank property.

6,615

3,781

18,415

1,790

14,776

2,968

328

20

576

55

1,668 20

1,277 3

616 48
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Sources: Motor City Mapping, 2014 (uncertified 
results); Detroit Buildings, Safety Engineering, 
and Environmental Department; 2014 Historic 
Resource Survey; Detroit Parcel Inventory; 
Wayne County Register of Deeds; Wayne County 
Treasurer; Fannie Mae; Freddie Mac; Valassis 
VNEF Plus Database; Data Driven Detroit.  
© Michigan Nonprofit Association. 
Created April 2014.

Scale

10 2 4 Miles

Structures With Indicators of 
Future Blight

Residential Structures
Non-Residential Structures *

* Non-Residential Structures include: Commercial, 
Industrial, Institutional, and Unknown

61CHAPTER 3: WHAT DO WE KNOW?60 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 



Thousands of overgrown, vacant lots 
must be factored into Detroit’s blight 
elimination strategy. Often littered by 
years of illegal dumping, these lots 
also present numerous health, public 
safety, and economic challenges that 
must be addressed alongside the 
78,506 blighted structures. Since the 
MCM team gathered its information 
in the heart of a Michigan winter 
with record-setting snowfalls, most 
vacant parcels were covered in 
several inches of snow. The surveyors 
had difficulty recording an accurate 
indication of the site conditions. 
Nonetheless, Data Driven Detroit is 
confident that at least 6,135 vacant 
lots showed evidence of dumping 
that need immediate attention. 
Further input from the community 
over the spring and summer will 
refine the number of vacant lots with 
blight indicators.

Blight mitigation must include 
residential structures, commercial 
structures, industrial structures, and 
vacant lots. The Blight Removal Task 
Force believes that all four of these 
components are crucial and must be 
worked on together to create the 
greatest amount of change as we 
work toward the goal of a leaner, 
cleaner, and healthier Detroit. 

6,135 
BLIGHTED 
VACANT LOTS6,135
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TOTAL NUMBER OF VACANT LOTS 
WITH DUMPING

VACANT LOTS

Public Use
(94 acres total)

Private use
(188 acres total)

Unknown Use
(508 acres total)

DATA SET 
CATEGORIES

1,090
lots

481
lots

4,564
lots
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Scale

10 2 4 Miles

Blighted Vacant Lots

Empty Lots with Dumping On-Site
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There are a total of 84,641 blighted structures and vacant lots in the City of 
Detroit.  

Based on the collected data, 40,077 structures clearly meet the Task 
Force definition of “blight” and are recommended for immediate removal.  
Community engagement will be required to confirm removal or otherwise 
address significant remedial action for these properties. The Detroit Land Bank 
Authority has already started this validation process working directly within the 
Hardest Hit Fund neighborhoods. 

An additional 38,429 structures with “Blight Indicators” will need further 
evaluation. The Strategic Assessment Triage Tool, discussed in Chapter 5, can 
be used to guide the evaluation process. The spectrum of interventions includes 
rehabilitation, removal, or securing.

Given the record breaking snowfall of 2014, the surveyors had difficulty getting 
an accurate identification of the vacant lot conditions.  None the less, the 
data team is confident that at least 6,135 vacant lots showed evidence of 
dumping and need immediate attention.

THE BLIGHT SPECTRUM:
TOTAL SCOPE OF BLIGHT
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114,033 LOTS 

LOTS
263,569 STRUCTURES

STRUCTURES

377,602 PROPERTIES SURVEYED WITHIN THE CITY 

SURVEYED PROPERTIES 

78,506 STRUCTURES & 6,135 LOTS REQUIRE AN INTERVENTION

The Motor City Mapping successfully surveyed 378,136 of the 380,233 parcels within the 139 
square miles of the city. The difference of 2,097 parcels represents those properties that could 
not be viewed from the street. Data Driven Detroit confirmed that data received from 377,602 
surveys accurately matched third party data sets.  

38,429 STRUCTURES40,O77 STRUCTURES

STRUCTURES THAT MEET 
TASK FORCE DEFINITION 

OF BLIGHT

STRUCTURES WITH 
INDICATORS OF FUTURE 

BLIGHT

6,135 LOTS 

BLIGHTED 
VACANT 

LOTS

BLIGHT = 84,641 PARCELS
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Sources: Motor City Mapping, 2014 (uncertified 
results); Detroit Buildings, Safety Engineering, 
and Environmental Department; 2014 Historic 
Resource Survey; Detroit Parcel Inventory; 
Wayne County Register of Deeds; Wayne County 
Treasurer; Fannie Mae; Freddie Mac; Valassis 
VNEF Plus Database; Data Driven Detroit.  
© Michigan Nonprofit Association. 
Created April 2014.

Total Scope of Blight
Parcels Recommended for Structure Removal (40,077)
Parcels Recommended for Further Analysis (38,429)
Blighted Vacant Lots (6,135)

Scale

10 2 4 Miles
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More than 14 agencies interact 
with properties, safety, and public 
works in Detroit. These groups 
create rich databases through their 
daily activities, such as issuing 
permits for construction or fixing 
a streetlight. In aggregate, these 
datasets can paint a detailed picture 
of what is going on in the city from 
a host of perspectives. However, 
each of these organizations has its 
own practices and challenges in 
collecting and updating information, 
meaning that databases are often 
compartmentalized or locked into 
the department in which they were 
created. This situation is not unique 
to Detroit, but because of the scale 
of the challenges facing our city there 
is a pressing need to change the 
current systems. 

The Mayor’s decision to bring many 
of these agencies together under the 
Department of Neighborhoods is an 
important first step toward better 
coordination. Sharing data effectively 
is the next step. The Mayor has 
appointed the first-ever Cabinet level 
Chief Information Officer (CIO) to 
lead this effort. 

IMPROVING 
OUR 

KNOWLEDGE[ ]
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Detroit is suffering from an 
“information crisis” that has profound 
impacts on residents. Each city 
agency has its own proprietary 
dataset containing information 
with varying degrees of accuracy. 
Information is collected and 
maintained in different ways across 
different agencies for different 
purposes, resulting in disconnected 
datasets. For example, the Detroit 
Fire Department cannot easily see 
BSEED’s Dangerous Buildings list, 
meaning fire fighters often rush into 
buildings not knowing the structure 
is condemned. In addition, this 
information is typically not shared 
with the general public. 

Another complicating factor is 
that too much information is still 
collected and stored in paper form. 
This not only hampers the work 
of city agencies, but also prevents 
residents and community groups 
from providing and receiving crucial 
information. Manually matching one 
set of data to another wastes time, 
resources, and expertise at a moment 
when funding and specialized 
personnel have been in short supply. 
This lack of visibility severely limits 
the city and its departments ability 
to prioritize actions and solutions, 
as well as share valuable information 
with the general public.

The answer to Detroit’s information 
crisis is to build a system that 
facilitates communication and the 
exchange of information among 
government departments and 
residents. The Mayor’s CIO will 
lead this effort, which includes 
implementing Phases II and III of 
Motor City Mapping.

The Motor City Mapping (MCM)
survey (Phase I) was the first step in 
understanding the current conditions 
of blight in Detroit. The second 
phase of MCM will allow residents 
to provide critical information 
as well as analytical tools to the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority. This 
expanded capability will allow city 
departments and residents to gain 
visibility and understanding of the 
city with a depth and breadth never 
experienced in any municipality.

The Task Force recommends the City 
and DLBA implement Motor City 
Mapping Phases II and III.  Phase II of 
Motor City Mapping is the creation 
of a centralized, public database. This 
database will contain information 
from the Motor City Mapping Phase 
I, plus data from a wide variety 
of sources, including numerous 
municipal departments. The project is 
planned for launch in late spring 2014 
and scheduled to be completed in 
fall 2014. 

Phase II has four deliverables:

• Public Dashboard

• Mobile App

• Land Bank Tool

• Data Management Team

Phase III delivers an expanded site 
control dashboard and connects 
all municipal departments whose 
functions and responsibilities are 
associated with real property.

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

THE PUBLIC DASHBOARD IS AN INTERACTIVE, 

WEB-BASED DATA EXPLORATION TOOL THAT IS 

OPEN TO THE PUBLIC.   

WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS?
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AN EXAMPLE OF THE BETA VERSION OF 

THE PARCEL-BASED DASHBOARD WITH A 

DATA FIELD HIGHLIGHTED IN GREEN.

PUBLIC DASHBOARD.  The public 
dashboard will be an interactive, 
web-based data exploration tool 
that is open to the public. It will give 
residents, academics, community 
groups, philanthropic organizations, 
and businesses a deeper 
understanding of the city than has 
ever been possible before. 

The centerpiece of the dashboard 
will be an interactive map of the 
City of Detroit, which will be familiar 
to users of Google or Bing Maps. 
Detroit-based Loveland Technologies 
will use its maps from the website, 
whydontweownthis.com, as the 
foundation for Motor City Mapping. 
Layered on top of this primary map 
will be parcel-shaped files displaying 
the boundaries of each property in 
the entire city. These parcel-shaped 
files are the building blocks of most 
public data.

Users of the dashboard will be able 
to explore the physical aspects 
of the city through a multitude of 
publicly available datasets that 
focus on structure age, recent sale 
price, current assessments, and 
ownership information. While all of 
this information is currently housed 
within various public records, there 
has never before been an all-
encompassing, intuitive, and easy-to-
use platform to access them.

The public dashboard will also serve 
as a real-time forum for discussion 
related to property characteristics, 
history, and conditions.  Each 
property will display a current photo, 

(similar to Google Street View) along 
with property data sourced from the 
Motor City Mapping property survey. 
The system will be designed to allow 
residents to update pictures and 
property information by submitting 
their feedback on-line. This feedback 
will be vetted for accuracy and 
relevancy before being posted to the 
database. The public dashboard will 
serve as a critical link between the 
residents and the City of Detroit.

In addition, the dashboard will 
serve as a communication platform 
between city departments as well 
as related governmental agencies. 
City departments will post updated 
information demonstrating recent 
activities such as location and 
schedule of demolition activity and 
upcoming projects. 

The Task Force recommends that 
the Detroit Land Bank Authority 
and Loveland Technologies work 
with District Managers to provide 
training of the public dashboard at 
community meetings.

THE PUBLIC DATABASE SHOULD BE AS 

TRANSPARENT AS POSSIBLE, WHILE RESPECTING 

THE PRIVACY CONCERNS ASSOCIATED WITH THE 

DISPLAY OF SENSITIVE DATA.

75CHAPTER 3: WHAT DO WE KNOW?74 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 



MOBILE APP.  A mobile version 
of the public dashboard is planned 
for release by fall 2014. The mobile 
app, named “Blexting” (short for 
blight + texting), will also allow 
users to submit photos and property 
condition information in real-time 
from the field. This will permit 
thousands of people to contribute 
to a shared, visible, and accessible 
database of individual property 
characteristics and neighborhood 
conditions. This open and shared 
platform will house rich and valuable 
information allowing for better 
decision making and prioritization 
that is light years ahead of today’s 
crippled process.

LAND BANK TOOL.  Phase II will 
also include a specific Toolkit within 
the dashboard allowing the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority (DLBA) to 
analyze the city’s data in new ways. 
This technology will enable the 
DLBA to dramatically improve the 
management of large-scale projects 
and its growing inventory of property. 

For example, in March 2014 
the DLBA began the process of 
identifying homes for demolition 
through the federal Hardest Hit 
Funds program. The Land Bank has 
been using the data collected from 
the Motor City Mapping survey 
and the community to help it make 
decisions about which structures 
should be removed. The Toolkit will 
allow the DLBA to quickly explore 
and analyze large amounts of data to 
understand a new range of variables 
such as utility information and 
property occupancy.

The Toolkit will feature technology 
to assist the DLBA to manage large 
scale demolition operations. Real-
time information such as property 
demolition selection, contractor 
assignment, and project status will 
be invaluable. In addition, the toolkit 
will allow the DLBA to quickly and 
easily share and move data among 
numerous partners in a variety of 
formats. This information can be 
generated with a click of a button. 

DATA MANAGEMENT TEAM.  Data Driven Detroit (DDD), a local subsidiary 
of Michigan Nonprofit Association, is dedicated to providing accurate, high 
quality information to help shape data-driven decision making. DDD will fill 
the role of Data Manager. DDD’s expertise in data management, their deep 
involvement with a number of community organizations, and their commitment 
to transparency make them a critical partner in this endeavor.

A database is only useful when it houses accurate, up to date, complete 
content. DDD will take on two principal responsibilities; maintaining the 
integrity of the database, and teaching best practices and data literacy to all 
those involved, including members of the public.

The data management team will monitor and evaluate the information provided 
by members of the public through the mobile app and public dashboard. They 
will also work closely with city departments to help improve data collection 
processes, increasing efficiency and further enrich the MCM database. 

Through community meetings, the team will work with local residents and 
community groups to promote the collection of information by providing 
demonstrations and public dashboard and mobile app training. 
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PHASE III MOTOR CITY MAPPING.  The Task Force recommends Detroit 
expand the MCM tool beyond the DLBA to all municipal departments that 
deal with property. This will allow Fire, Building, Parks, and other departments 
to understand and communicate detailed real property information. This 
impressive technology allows city departments to collaborate toward common 
goals by maximizing limited resources resulting in positive impact across 
Detroit. 

Site Control Dashboard

Data Manager

MEGA-DATA
RESOURCE

Public Dashboard

“BLEXTING” MOBILE APP

RESIDENTS COMMUNITY 
GROUPS

PROSPECTIVE 
HOME 

OWNERS

BUSINESS
OWNERS

OTHERS

OTHER CITY 
DEPTS
(TBD) 

DETROIT
FIRE
DEPT

DETROIT 
LAND BANK 
TOOL KIT

BUILDING,
SAFETY,

ENGINEERING,
AND

ENVIRONM’L

DETROIT 
POLICE
DEPT

PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III

PHASE II

PHASE II

PHASE II

PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III PHASE III
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Public data collected via Blexting 
and the MCM process will be 
made available to citizens, 
government agencies, and the 
community at large through an 
on-line platform. 

BUSINESS OWNER: Vacancies 
in commercial corridors can be 
identified by city planners and 
business owners, concentrating 
activity and reactivating vacant 
storefronts.

MOTOR CITY 
MAPPING

FIRE FIGHTER: 
Before arriving 
at the scene, fire 
fighters will know 
the property 
condition and 
if the structure 
is vacant or 
occupied. After 
a call, fire 
fighters will 
update property 
condition 
notifying relevant 
departments.

COMMUNITY GROUP: 
Neighborhood updates 
of property conditions 
can be carried out by 
community groups. City 
agencies can then be 
updated on problem 
properties via a common 
platform supported with 
parcel based data and 
photography.

RESIDENT: Residents can 
keep track of blight and 
the condition of their 
neighborhood, as well 
as provide observational 
information into the 
platform.

PROSPECTIVE HOMEOWNER: 
The MCM won’t just identify 
problems, it can also reveal 

opportunities. Valuable property 
information can be evaluated 

by prospective purchasers and 
investors.

POLICE OFFICER: Illegal 
renting, scrapping, and 
other illegal activities can be 
reported through the MCM. 
The police will also be able to 
identify trends and frequency 
through the real-time visible 
date accessible in the MCM.
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RECOMMENDATION 3-1. Implement Motor City Mapping Phase II and 
Phase III.  Phase II of Motor City Mapping is the creation of a centralized, public 
database. This database will contain information from Motor City Mapping 
Phase I, plus data from a wide variety of sources, including numerous municipal 
departments. The project is planned for launch in spring 2014 and scheduled to 
be completed in fall 2014. 

Phase II has four deliverables:

• Public Dashboard
• Mobile App
• Land Bank Tool
• Data Management Team

Phase III delivers an expanded site control dashboard and connects all 
municipal departments whose functions and responsibilities are associated with 
real property. 

RECOMMENDATION 3-2. Annual survey of all 380,000 parcels. Keeping the 
data and the MCM current is paramount to the viability of the entire system. 
The Task Force recommends that all 380,000 parcels in the City of Detroit be 
surveyed annually. The more effective way of surveying the entire city would 
be to allocate the parcels over a 12 month schedule requiring significantly 
fewer resources to accomplish the goal of annually updating information on 
each property. There is nothing that compels the simultaneous surveying of all 
properties during a short period of time. It would be very short sighted to not 
allocate the relatively inexpensive amount of resources needed to keep the 
information current. 

RECOMMENDATION 3-3. “Blexting Boot Camps”. The Task Force 
recommends conducting public training sessions (Blexting Boot Camps), led 
by DDD and Loveland Technologies, which would be integrated into regular 
community meetings attended by the city’s new District Managers. 
Participants will be trained to use the Public Dashboard and the Blexting 
application.  The training will enable participants to read and interpret the 
Public Dashboard and contribute information to the MCM. Residents who do 
not own a computer or smart phone will always have the ability to work directly 
with their District Manager to obtain information from the Public Dashboard 
and provide information to the MCM. 
These blexting boot camps should rotate between districts during the next 
three to six months. Special, additional boot camps should also be held 
for community leaders interested in becoming “Blexting captains.” These 
leaders will be trained to conduct their own classes on Blexting and the Public 
Dashboard.
RECOMMENDATION 3-4. Neighborhood Reports. Phase II of MCM will 
allow District Managers to generate in depth parcel and neighborhood related 
activity reports. The Task Force recommends that reporting be communicated 
by the District Managers at neighborhood and community meetings on a 
monthly basis. 
RECOMMENDATION 3-5. Open Data Policy. Blight is a shared problem 
among all city stakeholders: city agencies, organizations, private companies, 
and citizens. The Task Force strongly encourages all stakeholders to share 
and collaborate non-private information in a visible, open, and real-time 
environment. 
It is imperative the city make a strategic investment in technology and create 
a philosophy of open and enthusiastic sharing of information among city 
employees, departments, and citizens.
This mission critical element must be supported from the city’s top leadership 
on down to not only realize the success of the blight removal initiative but also 
to achieve a bright future for every neighborhood. 

TECHNOLOGY+ DATA 
RECOMMENDATIONS[ ]
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With the best available information 
about vacancy and blight in Detroit, 
the city now needs to look beyond 
sheer numbers. Blight removal in 
Detroit must occur in geographic 
areas of concentration, rather than 
the scattered, habitually random, 
approaches of the past. Addressing 
blight holistically within specific 
geographies stops the cancer (blight) 
from spreading, treats it, and then 
creates a strong base for current 
residents to realize the future. 

After significant research, 
investigation, and analysis, the Task 
Force concluded that a consistent, 
clear methodology was needed to 
achieve the most impactful outcome. 

What neighborhoods do we engage 
at what point in time? What blocks? 
What structures?

There are numerous data points that 
need to be thoroughly evaluated to 
answer these questions.  

What was clear was that a strong 
analytics tool was necessary to derive 
the best solutions.  

The Maximizing Community Impact 
(MCI) software tool was designed 
to take the big picture of Detroit’s 
needs to the neighborhood level. 
Like the Motor City Mapping 
database, the MCI is intended to 
start a conversation about where to 
begin the blight removal process. 
The goal of MCI is to identify areas 
throughout the city where investment 
in blight removal can potentially 
benefit the most Detroiters in the 
least amount of time.

The MCI uses the Motor City 
Mapping datasets and additional 
indices about property ownership 
and condition, neighborhood 
occupancy (focused specifically 
on the number of children under 
18), housing market activity, and 
foreclosures. That information is used 
to identify Detroit geographies that 
are at a “tipping point”: areas of the 
city where immediate intervention 
has the best odds of preserving 
neighborhood stability and attracting 
new investment. 

In 1998, Baltimore activists Marcus Pollock and Ed Rutkowski coined 
the term “tipping point” to describe how diverse, formerly stable 
neighborhoods experience rising vacancy. Rutkowski had established the 
Patterson Park Community Development Corporation in his childhood 
neighborhood in 1996. Pollock was a neighborhood organizer in Southeast 
Baltimore who also worked nationally for the Neighborhood Reinvestment 
Corporation. In 1998 the two published The Urban Transition Zone: A 
Place Worth Fighting For, a book based on their experience stabilizing 
Patterson Park. 

HOW DOES THIS 
INFORMATION 

GUIDE US?[ ]
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The local nonprofit Data Driven 
Detroit created MCI in consultation 
with Detroit Future City, Center for 
Community Progress, and Wayne 
State University’s Center for Urban 
Studies. The goals of MCI are to:

• Improve quality of life for the 
greatest number of people in the 
city, and 

• Improve opportunities for 
reinvestment and stabilization in 
Detroit’s neighborhoods.

Because most vacancy and blight is 
found in residential neighborhoods, 
the MCI was designed to measure 
neighborhood conditions. 
Yet, because the MCI was also 
designed to capture and reflect 
the conditions on a street-by-
street basis, it was discovered that 
boundaries for investment sometimes 
crossed traditional neighborhood 
geographies. For example, portions 
of the Brightmoor and Grandmont-
Rosedale neighborhoods emerged 
as a single tipping point area. This 
location has been identified as a 
place where it makes sense to tackle 
blight first.

Based on geography and measurable 
data about housing market activity, 
property conditions, and population, 
MCI provides a valuable snapshot 
of the city’s residential realities as 
of spring 2014.  It is intended as a 
recommendation for a discussion 
with community groups, organized 
block associations, and historic 
organizations. 

MCI’s purpose is to guide the 
city and the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority to identify and connect 
the dots among the “tipping point 
neighborhoods” whose fate is 
intimately connected to gaining 
better traction for all of Detroit. 

The Michigan Historic Preservation Network (MHPN) in conjunction with 
Preservation Detroit, Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA), Rock Ventures, 
Quicken Loans, Data Driven Detroit, and Local Data, completed a survey 
of the six neighborhoods targeted by the Hardest Hit Funds Project that 
complimented the Motor City Mapping survey data. The purpose of this 
resource survey was to provide a data overlay from a historic preservation 
perspective that would inform blight elimination and demolition decisions 
and further conversations on historic resources. In just two weeks, over 55 
volunteers with backgrounds in historic preservation, architecture, urban 
planning, and related fields surveyed 17,500 properties in eligible historic 
districts across these six targeted neighborhoods.

WHAT 
MCI 

CAN DO[ ]
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The MCI is a two-tiered process that can be applied across a wide variety of 
geographies. Layering two separate indices, the Neighborhood Dynamics Index 
and the Neighborhood Threat Index, the MCI process is performed sequentially 
to identify geographies that best meet the stated goals. 

The first of the two indices, the Neighborhood Dynamics Index, measures four 
traits of neighborhoods:

Density of 
occupied 
structures 
(how many 
structures 
per square 
mile are 
currently 
occupied)

Average 
structure 
condition 
rating from 
the 2014 
Motor City 
Mapping 
survey

Density of 
mortgage 
deeds per 
square mile 
in 2012 and 
2013

Density of 
population 
under the 
age of 18 in 
2010

1 2 3 4

HOW MCI 
WORKS[ ]
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1 2

Density of foreclosure from 2008 
to 2013, and

The change in residential 
property conditions since 2009 
(obtained by comparing the 
Motor City Mapping findings 
from 2014 with the Residential 
Parcel Survey findings from 
2009).

The second of the two indices, the Neighborhood Threat Index, was developed 
to examine a wide range of variables related to stability and safety in Detroit’s 
neighborhoods. Two factors were identified as reliable indicators of a wide 
range of conditions, including public safety.

When the Neighborhood Threat index is sequentially applied to the 
Neighborhood Dynamics index, “tipping point” geographies within Detroit 
are quickly identified. “Tipping point” geographies can benefit most from 
immediate blight intervention. 

The map to the right displays the critical “tipping point” geographies within 
the city from highest to lowest threat. The highest threat areas (darkest purple) 
represent the areas of highest priority for blight intervention. With immediate 
intervention these geographies have the highest potential for stabilization 
and reinvestment. Lack of intervention has the potential to quickly result 
in significant decline in stability, occupancy, and overall population. Shortly 
thereafter, disinvestment, increases in vacancy, blighted properties, and crime is 
likely to follow.
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Highest Threat Tipping Point Areas have approximately 2,809 
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impact and economic recovery potential.

2,809
MCI - HIGHEST THREAT AREAS:  

Citywide average is approximately 1,463 occupied structures 
per square mile indicating lower population density and 
dispersed city systems.1,463 

CITY-WIDE AVERAGE:
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The Detroit Land Bank Authority 
is currently activating $52 million 
of Hardest Hit Funds to remove 
or stabilize vacant structures in six 
targeted neighborhoods: 

1. Grand Boulevard and Woodward 
Ave

2. Jefferson Chalmers

3. Grandmont Rosedale 
(encompasses Grandmont, 
Grandmont 1, Minock Park, 
Rosedale Park and North 
Rosedale)

4. Southwest

5. University of Detroit Mercy and 
Marygrove

6. Morningside, East English Village, 
Cornerstone

This initiative will remove roughly 
4,000 of the approximately 78,000 
blighted structures in the city.

The MCI will support the city’s next 
round of decision making.  It will 
prioritize the next investments that 
will influence quality of life for the 
most residents while improving 
the city’s economic strength and 
minimizing risks to investors. MCI 
coupled with the Motor City Mapping 

database identified that 22,700 of the 
approximately 78,000 structures that 
need intervention are located within 
the “tipping point” geographies. 

Together, the Hardest Hit Fund 
targeted neighborhoods and the 
Tipping Point geographies represents 
nearly 1/3 of all blighted structures in 
the entire city.

In addition, intervention within the 
Tipping Point geographies alone will 
positively impact over 193,384 Detroit 
residents (according to the 2010 
Census) or 27% of the total Detroit 
residential population. 

Together, MCI and the Motor City 
Mapping database are powerful, 
flexible tools for strengthening Detroit 
now and into the future – even after 
blight has been eradicated. MCI’s 
application has already revealed 
insights about how and where 
Detroiters live. 

In addition, the MCI determined that 
tipping point areas in Detroit fall 
between those areas that are most 
stable and those areas that are most 
vacant.

DEPLOYING
MCI[ ]



97CHAPTER 4: HOW DOES THIS INFORMATION GUIDE US?96 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 

RECOMMENDATION 4-1. The Detroit Land Bank Authority should use the 
MCI to identify initial areas of prioritization and work directly with community 
groups within those geographies to refine intervention strategies. 

The Task Force believes utilizing a tool like MCI to identify tipping point 
neighborhoods is a key element in prioritizing blight intervention. With that 
said, the Task Force also realizes that the output of the algorithms needs to 
be enhanced by the analysis of unique factors, conditions and needs of each 
neighborhood. In addition, community engagement throughout the process 
assures that all of these more intangible factors receive full consideration. 
The outcome of the MCI is not to prescribe a specific type of investment or 
intervention, nor to make recommendations parcel by parcel.  Rather, it is to 
guide prioritization and intervention. Once specific geographies are identified 
using the MCI and these other factors, the Motor City Mapping tool can 
provide information regarding specific structures within those areas meeting 
the definition of blight and those with blight indicators. This becomes the start 
of the blight intervention road map and a place for the City of Detroit and the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority to start discussions with impacted communities, 
neighborhoods, and the historic designation community. 

RECOMMENDATION 4-2. The Task Force recommends that the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority continue to collaborate with the Michigan Historic 
Preservation Network and Preservation Detroit to inform the parcel-by-parcel 
decision making process.

RECOMMENDATION 4-3. The MCI should be revisited and refined annually to 
reflect current conditions. 

The MCI was created to identify strategic areas of intervention in the face 
of Detroit’s currently overwhelming vacancy and constrained funds. These 
conditions will change over time, and the MCI should be modified and updated 
to reflect the new conditions.

Built on the Motor City Mapping platform, the MCI serves as an example of the 
tremendous potential for high-quality, detailed data to support public policy and 
investment decisions. Given that much of the data will be publicly available, the 
opportunities for other analytical tools to be developed are limitless.

LIFTING UP THE NEXT INVESTMENTS 

THAT COULD INFLUENCE QUALITY OF 

LIFE FOR THE MOST RESIDENTS.

THE MCI WILL SUPPORT THE CITY’S 

NEXT ROUND OF DECISION MAKING, 
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NUMBER OF PROPERTIES THAT NEED INTERVENTION
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STRUCTURES IN THE 
NEARLY

Once the neighborhood prioritization 
has been determined using the 
Maximizing Community Impact (MCI) 
tool, specific interventions must 
be determined block by block and 
parcel by parcel. Everyone agrees 
that it is best to save as many homes 
as reasonably possible. If a structure 
can’t be saved and rehabilitated at a 
cost that makes economic sense for 
the neighborhood, then it needs to 
be removed.

Each neighborhood has unique 
market conditions, population 
density, and community strategies 
that should be factored into the 
evaluation process. The Detroit 
Land Bank Authority (DLBA) should 
leverage data, analytics, inspections, 
and community input to determine 
the intervention approach such 
as legal services, auction services, 
rehabilitation, and deconstruction 
and demolition. 

TRIAGE. The Task Force recommends 
two specific triage tools that can 
assist the city and the DLBA in this 
specific, parcel-level decision making. 
The first triage tool will accelerate the 
city’s and the DLBA’s ability to gain 
legal title or the legal authority to 
remove the any structure. 

The second triage tool, the Strategic 
Assessment Triage Tool (SATT), 
can provide essential guidance 
in deciding the appropriate 
interventions for each building or 
vacant lot.

The Task Force developed this tool 
by analyzing best practices from 
many source including specialized 
contractors and the cities of Detroit, 
New Orleans, Baltimore and 
Cleveland. 

DECIDING WHAT TO DO, 
ONE PROPERTY AT A TIME
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WHICH 
LEGAL 
TOOL 

TO USE?[ ]
The city is working to create new 
codes and ordinances and strengthen 
existing laws that support a proactive 
approach to parcel intervention. 

Throughout this process, the 
city and DLBA are committed 
to identifying existing owners of 
blighted properties and providing 
them with the opportunity to take 
action to bring their property up to 
code. If property owners do not take 
immediate action, then the city and 
the DLBA must be able to step in. 

The Task Force strongly supports 
aggressive action to attain title and 
remove blight on abandoned and 
vacant properties that have been 
known community nuisances. There 
are currently three options the city 
and DLBA can take.

NUISANCE ABATEMENT.  If the 
current property owner refuses to 
bring the property to code and is 
not interested in a deed transfer, 
then the Task Force supports the 
Mayor’s program of using common 
law nuisance abatement actions. 
Property considered a nuisance 
meets the Task Force definition of 
blight. This process offers the current 
property owner the opportunity to 
take immediate action and remedy 
the situation. If the owner fails to 
do so, the court will transfer title to 
the DLBA, who will then abate the 
nuisance (remove the property). By 
using nuisance abatement, the blight 
removal process can be shortened 
by more than two years versus the 
current burdensome, cumbersome, 
and costly process of hearings and 
deferrals.

DEMOLITION JUDGMENT LIENS 
AND FORECLOSURE.  Some private 
properties fall outside the scope of 
nuisance abatement or are already 
in the tax foreclosure process. These 
will need to follow a more traditional 
path for the city or DLBA to gain the 
legal authority to remove the blight, 
initiate a subsequent demolition 
judgment lien, and then foreclose to 
obtain title. Gaining legal authority 
in this way typically takes 90 days 
through the city Hearing Process, and 
anywhere from one to three years to 
transfer title after the blight removal 
(depending on the duration of past 
due property taxes). To significantly 
shorten these time frames, the Task 
Force is recommending several 
amendments to City Ordinance 
290-H and the foreclosure process 
for demolition judgment liens. In 
addition, Chapter 7 recommends 
changes to the current Wayne County 
tax foreclosure process.

VOLUNTARY TRANSFER.  The 
fastest approach is voluntary deed 
transfer. Current property owners 
(as well as lenders) would agree to 
sign a deed, transferring title to the 
DLBA. The DLBA can subsequently 
authorize demolition (or other forms 
of intervention) immediately as the 
new property owner. The Task Force 
recommends that when a lender 
deeds over a property to the DLBA, 
that lender be required to transfer 
$15,000 per property (along with the 
deed) to the DLBA to cover the full 
costs of demolition.
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NUISANCE ABATEMENT PROGRAM

The Mayor’s recommended nuisance abatement program as outlined 
here can save more than two years over the current process of 
hearings and deferrals. 

Notice is sent to property 
owner by DLBA

Agreement is signed between the 
DLBA and the property owner 

outlining conditions of rehabilitation

Property is identified as 
Nuisance by DLBA

Title search is performed by 
DLBA

DLBA monitors rehabilitation process

At end of deferral period, 
DLBA inspects property 
to verify conditions have 

been met

Owner must make 
property secure 
immediately, 3-6 
months to correct 

deficient conditions

PROPERTY IS 
REMOVED FROM 
NUISANCE LIST!

DEED (TITLE) 
TRANSFERRED 

TO DLBA

DEED (TITLE) 
TRANSFERRED TO 
DLBA; PROCEED 
TO PROPERTY 

INTERVENTION
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appears at hearing 

and wants to 
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Judge grants 
additional deferral 
based on progress?

NONOYES

Property owner contacts DLBA 
with a plan to rehabilitate 

property?

YES
Property owner 

appears at hearing 
and requests deferral 
to improve property?

YES

Property owner 
meets good faith 

requirements?

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

Property improved?

City Hearing conducted 
by city judge

NO
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When blighted properties fall outside the scope of the nuisance abatement 
program, the process is forced down a more onerous path utilizing city 
Ordinance 290-H, judgment liens, and the tax foreclosure process. The 
following section breaks down the current process and recommends specific 
changes necessary to achieve faster and better outcomes. These changes 
will remove bottlenecks, improve efficiency, and reduce overall costs while 
protecting due process rights. 

HOW TO 
IMPROVE THE 
LEGAL TOOLS

PROMPT, DECISIVE 

ACTION IS NEEDED 

TO ERADICATE 

BLIGHT. BLIGHT 

REMOVAL IS A 

PUBLIC ACTION 

AND SHOULD BE 

BALANCED WITH DUE 

PROCESS RIGHTS. 

[ ]



Source:  Office of the Mayor, Every Neighborhood has a Future, September 13, 2013.

]

LANSING HAS 1/7TH THE 

POPULATION OF DETROIT
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HEARING PROCESS.  The hearing process for dangerous structures presumes 
that each property has a single, continuous owner. But in Detroit, as in other 
cities with rampant property speculation, property may actually change hands 
between the first and second hearing notices. A deferral period of up to 18 
months provides an absurd of time for unscrupulous owners to transfer a 
property to a new entity, thereby requiring the city to restart the notice and 
hearing process.

CAPACITY ISSUES.  There are two major capacity (bottleneck) issues. 

• First, the city Clerk lacks capacity to process and issue hearing notices 
for the enormous number of properties presented. 

• Second, each and every property that is a dangerous structure 
recommended for removal must be brought before city council for 
approval.  It is unfathomable that a council of a major American city 
would need to approve EVERY single structure for demolition.  It is 
unnecessary and a complete waste of taxpayers money and council 
members time for council to review and approve each and every 
dangerous property for demolition. 

DEFERRAL PROCESS.  Property owners may request up to three, six-month 
demolition deferrals. Some deferrals seem to be granted without any rational. 

All current state process flows are included in the Appendix for reference.

THE CURRENT STATE OF 
GAINING LEGAL AUTHORITY TO 

REMOVE BLIGHT 
(CITY HEARING PROCESS)[

CITY ORDINANCE 290-H.  The city’s 
ordinance applies to vacant, open, 
and dangerous (VOD) structures and 
does not apply to inhabited homes. 
Two types of property owners are 
addressed:

• Those who have completely 
abandoned a property, and;

• Speculators, who are not 
maintaining or investing in the 
properties they own.

City Ordinance 290-H currently 
gives city building inspectors wide 
discretion to determine whether a 
property is dangerous. 

The ordinance is also unenforceable 
in two critical instances. First, since 
squatters are currently considered 
inhabitants, the property they 
inhabit are therefore not eligible for 
demolition. Second, the “dangerous 
building” criteria is not met if a 
building is boarded up. Therefore, 
when residents voluntarily perform 
a public service by boarding up a 
dangerous vacant building, they 
inadvertently nullify the city’s ability 
to remove the structure .

OF DEMOLITION DEFERRALS HAVE 
EXPIRED WITHOUT PROGRESS
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The Task Force worked with the 
City of Detroit and the Detroit Land 
Bank Authority (DLBA) in formulating 
the following recommendations to 
improve the hearing, judgment lien, 
and foreclosure processes. The City 
of Detroit has already taken the 
initiative to implement several of the 
recommendations below. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-1.  Take 
aggressive action to gain title 
to blighted properties through 
voluntary deed transfer, nuisance 
abatement, or demolition judgment 
liens and foreclosures.

RECOMMENDATION 5-2.  Improve 
the current hearing process. The 
city should act decisively to enforce 
stricter adherence and enforcement 
of existing deferral requirements 
in 290-H. The current notification 
process should be enhanced to 
identify and communicate the 
minimum requirements for a property 
owner to be granted a deferral. 
These requirements should include 
the establishment of a demolition 
escrow account in which the owner 
contributes a minimum amount to 
be used toward permits or property 
improvements. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-3. Establish 
a New Demolition Review Board. 
The city should revise Ordinance 
290-H to support City Council’s 
creation of a demolition review board 
dedicated to hearing complaints. 
Members of the board should 
consist of three appointees, one by 
the council and two by the mayor.  
The entire job and function of this 
board would be to review dangerous 
building demolition requests.

RECOMMENDATION 5-4.  Make 
changes to protect communities. 
Ordinance 290-H should be revised 
to include boarded-up properties 
in the definition of “dangerous 
properties.” It should also narrow the 
definition of “occupied” to rightful 
owners or tenants and exclude 
squatters. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-5.  
Streamline the deferral process. 
Ordinance 290-H should be revised 
to reduce the number of deferrals 
BSEED may issue from three to 
one. Deferral time-lines should be 
shortened from six-months to 90 
days. This does not remove BSEED’s 
ability to extend an active deferral, as 
long as the property owner is clearly 
making progress on removing blight.

RECOMMENDATION 5-6.  Issue 
demolition orders earlier. The city 
should have a demolition order in 
place before the first deferral can be 
granted. This will communicate the 
urgency of remedy to the owner, and 
offer the city leverage to proceed if 
the owner does not act. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-7.  Add 
capacity for hearings and 
inspections. The city Clerk’s office 
should add significant capacity until 
the vast majority of Detroit blight has 
been removed. 
Examples include:

• Automate or outsource the 
hearing notice process,

• Invest in training and support 
current inspectors to ensure 
consistency, and

• Expand building inspector 
capacity through local hiring and 
training programs or partnering 
with Detroit-based businesses.

RECOMMENDATION 5-8.  The city 
should assume responsibility for 
demolition billing to owners. The 
city (specifically BSEED) should send 
the bill for demolition directly to the 
title holder instead of handing off 
this task to the county tax assessor’s 
office.  The current process is an 
unnecessary bureaucratic additional 
layer that provides no value, creates 
inefficiencies and adds to costs.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO IMPROVE THE LEGAL 

PROCESS[ ]
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RECOMMENDED CITY 
HEARING PROCESS
This Recommended City Hearing Process flowchart incorporates 
streamlining the hearing process for dangerous structures. The intent 
is to balance due process with the need for prompt, decisive action in 
the public interest to eradicate dangerous properties. 

Hearing is scheduled to order 
demolition

Notice of hearing is sent to 
property owner

Lis pendens is filedBuildings, Safety Engineering, 
and Environmental Department 

(BSEED) inspector confirms 
condition of the structure and 
performs hearing inspection

Tract is re-verified in case 
ownership or interested parties 

have changed

Hearing is held and property is 
ordered demolished

Property owner is 
referred to BSEED 
Office for deferral 

At end of deferral 
period, BSEED 

inspector inspects 
property to verify 

conditions have been 
met

Owner must make 
property secure 

immediately, 90 days 
to correct deficient 

conditions

Notice of demolition order is sent

PROPERTY 
OWNER SIGNS 
DEED OVER TO 

DLBA

PROCEED TO 
PROPERTY 

INTERVENTION 

PROPERTY IS 
REMOVED FROM 

DANGEROUS 
BUILDINGS 

LIST!

Property owner wants to 
relinquish property?

Property owner 
attends hearing to 
contest demolition?

jum
p 

th
e 

pa
ge

Property owner 
meets good faith 

requirements?

Deferral is granted 
by hearing officer?

BSEED grants 
additional deferral 
based on progress?

NO

NO

NO

NO
NO

NO

YES

NO
Has property 
improved?

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES
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DEMOLITION JUDGMENT LIEN AND 
FORECLOSURE PROCESS
This recommended Demolition Judgment Lien and Foreclosure Process 
flowchart incorporates the recommended changes to laws and ordinances to 
create a specific, immediate foreclosure process for all demolition judgment 
liens.

Demolition is complete

DLBA sends cost of               
demolition to BSEED

BSEED files liability due to DLBA

YES

PROPERTY 
INTERVENTION 

SOME % OF  
DEMOLITION 

COST IS 
RECOVERED 

FROM SALE OF 
PROPERTY

jum
p 

th
e 

pa
ge

BSEED sends a bill to property 
owner for cost of demolition 

via First Class Mail

If property owner does not pay 
bill in 30 days, BSEED places a 
judgment lien on tax bill for the 
direct and indirect cost of demo

DLBA initiates foreclosure 
process on behalf of BSEED

Title transfers to DLBA

Property is auctioned
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The City of Detroit’s current process 
for transferring title in cases of 
neglected or dangerous properties 
involves many actors. Under the 
current process, each privately 
owned, dangerous structure is 
touched by at least eight city, state, 
and federal employees, resulting in 
significant time and resource costs.

Three major routes are currently 
available to the city for transferring 
title: 

• Criminal forfeiture

• Tax foreclosure

• Affidavit (“quiet title”) 

State law permits criminal forfeiture 
when a crime has occurred on a 
property (drug house, etc). The 
law allows for taking title, but 
stops there. Criminally forfeited 
properties transferred to the City of 
Detroit are difficult to sell because 
prospective buyers are deterred 
due to unclear title, such as tax and 
other liens In addition, the cloudy 
title makes it difficult to issue title 
insurance. Without title insurance, 
few buyers would risk purchasing 
such  properties and there is virtually 
no chance of obtaining financing on 
the property.

The tax foreclosure system is also 
badly broken. In theory, it seems 
sensible. An owner has three years 
to pay delinquent taxes. If these are 
not paid, the property goes into tax 
foreclosure. The title is transferred to 
Wayne County, and the property is 
auctioned to the highest bidder. 

There are significant problems with 
Detroit’s tax foreclosure process. 
For example, the highest bidder 
could be (and has been) just about 
anyone. Not only are speculators and 
detached investors common at the 
tax auctions, but the actual owner 
who is in default of their property 
taxes is currently permitted to bid 
for the property, which is often sold 
at a price substantially lower than 
the taxes due. This creates a strong 
disincentive for property owners to 
pay their property taxes, especially 
when the property is assessed at 
grossly higher than market value. 
Chapter 7 includes a full analysis of 
the impact of the tax foreclosure 
process and recommendations to fix 
this completely broken system.  

The affidavit or “quiet title” 
approach is available when a 
property owner simply wants to 
transfer property to the City of 
Detroit. Detroit already uses such an 
affidavit process for its Fire Escrow 
program. As with other types of title 
transfer, unpaid taxes are an issue 
because they remain a lien on the 
property after the transfer. 

The City is now taking steps to 
empower the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority (DLBA) to accept title. 
The DLBA needs a streamlined 
way to clear existing tax liabilities 
on properties, and identify a more 
efficient path to recover or waive 
demolition costs.

TAXES.  Presently, the County 
Treasurer must request a Rejection 
of Taxes from the State Treasurer 
for every property title transferred 
to the DLBA. The County Treasurer 
may petition the State Treasurer for 
Rejection of Taxes in the following 
three circumstances: 

1. “The property was not subject 
to taxation at the time the taxes 
were assessed; 

2. The taxes on the property have 
been paid; or 

3. There had been a double 
assessment of the taxes on the 
property.” 

Although the Rejection of Taxes can 
be requested before the three-year 
tax foreclosure deadline, it represents 
an extra step that can impede a 
speedy return of the property to 
public ownership and clear title.  In 
other words, there is no legitimate 
legal standing for the State Treasurer 
to approve any Rejection of Taxes 
petition.

All current state process flows 
are included in the Appendix for 
reference.

CURRENT 
STATE 

OF TITLE 
TRANSFER
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Creating a variety of tools that will 
effectively expedite title transfer to 
the DLBA is needed to significantly 
improve the burdened title transfer 
process.  The choice of tools should 
ensure constitutionally mandated 
due process rights, while providing 
common-sense approaches to decisive 
action in cases of emergency and 
hazardous conditions. As previously 
noted, nuisance abatement lawsuits are 
a powerful and preferred method of 
gaining title. The Task Force supports 
the Mayor’s pursuit of this approach. 
When nuisance abatement is not an 
option then a significantly enhanced 
hearing, judgment lien, and foreclosure 
processes are recommended.

RECOMMENDATION 5-9.  Take 
full advantage of the new state 
blight ticketing law (MCL 117.4Q 
sub-section 3, PA192) to gain title to 
blighted properties. The city should 
enforce foreclosure on properties with 
unpaid blight tickets.

RECOMMENDATION 5-10.  The 
State should amend MCL 600.2819 
to allow for the city to create its own 
ordinance related to the foreclosure 
of a demolition judgement lien.  The 
State of Michigan and the City of 
Detroit should also craft an agreement 
to allow the DLBA to perform all 
demolition judgment lien and blight 
ticket lien foreclosures.

RECOMMENDATION 5-11.  With this 
new authority granted by the state, 
the Task Force recommends that 
Detroit create a new city ordinance 
to allow a streamlined process to 
foreclose on the blight tickets and 
demolition judgment liens. This 
ordinance should be written to transfer 
title for these properties to the DLBA.

RECOMMENDATION 5-12.  
The State of Michigan should pass 
a state law that eliminates or allows 
the rejection of back taxes when title is 
transferred to the DLBA. (Georgia law 
provides a model for this.)

RECOMMENDATION 5-13.  The city 
should work with the American Land 
Title Association to create a modified 
title insurance form that addresses the 
specific situations of foreclosure and 
nuisance abatement cases.

RECOMMENDATION 5-14.  
Buildings, Safety Engineering, and 
Environmental Department should 
file Lis Pendens (notice of default) 
immediately after demolition order.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO 
IMPROVE TITLE TRANSFER[ ]
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RECOMMENDATION 5-15.  
The DLBA should leverage the SATT 
to provide standardized guidance in 
its parcel intervention decisions. 
The SATT is designed to objectively 
evaluate and analyze data on 
individual structures. Deploying SATT 
should occur as soon as DLBA has 
legal authority to do so.  

Then a team comprised of an 
environmental surveyor and 
construction contractor will use SATT 
to survey the property to ascertain the 
condition and potential environmental 
hazards associated with demolition. 
Data collected by the contractors will 
immediately be transmitted in real-
time to the DLBA for overall analysis 
using Motor City Mapping (MCM). 
Potential recommendations of the 
SATT analysis include:

1. Removal of a structure,

2. Rehabilitating or repairing the 
structure, 

3. Securing a structure for future 
purchase or redevelopment, or

4. Clearing of debris and trash.

This process not only recommends the 
type of intervention, but also provides 
information critical in the assessment 
of the environmental, deconstruction, 
demolition and recycling processes. 

Keep in mind, community 
engagement and evaluation of 
neighborhood characteristics are 
essential before any final decisions are 
reached. 

Soil erosion and water-run off 
issues become a factor as the 
pace and volume of structural 
removal increases. The Task 
Force does not have specific 
recommendations associated with 
soil erosion and water run-off. 

STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 
TRIAGE TOOL (SATT)
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1

What is the 
estimated cost 
for asbestos 
abatement?

What is the 
estimated cost for 
lead abatement?

What condition 
is the stability of 
the roof? (options 
could include:  
excellent, good, 
fair, poor).

2 3

What is the 
estimated cost to 
bring the roof back 
to code?

What is the 
percentage of 
water damage?

What is the 
percentage of fire 
damage?

5 64

7

What is the 
estimated cost to 
address the water- 
and fire-damaged 
areas (bringing 
them back to 
code)?

What is the 
estimated carrying 
value for salvage 
materials?  (Focus 
on unpainted, 
unglued, flooring 
and ceiling joists 
that are not 
damaged by fire or 
water. These were 
the highest-value 
building items 
pulled out of the 
Springwells Village 
project).

What is the degree 
of dumping on 
the interior of the 
structure? (options: 
high, medium, low).

8 9

What is the degree 
of dumping on 
the exterior of the 
structure? (options: 
high, medium, low)

What are the 
conditions of the 
parcels adjacent to 
the structure?  

Based on answers 
to questions 1, 2, 
4 and 7, what is 
the total estimated 
investment required 
to rehabilitate?  

11 1210

THE SATT QUESTIONS:
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RECOMMENDATION 5-16.  Adopt clear and transparent guidelines for 
decisions on each structure.  The SATT information, along with the previous 
information collected (Detroit Future City future land use map, Motor City 
Mapping data, community input, geographic predictive analysis, etc), provides 
the necessary information to determine the appropriate intervention method:

• Rehabilitate or repair the structure to code (if costs do not exceed 
anticipated market value) or dispose of the property to a party that will do 
so. 

• Secure structures only if there is no funding to remedy the current 
condition via rehabilitation/repair or removal. This will minimize the further 
deterioration of the property. 

• Remove all structures that meet the definition of blight and where the 
estimated cost of rehabilitation (to code) will exceed market value or create 
positive economic opportunities for the neighborhood. 

• Clearing of debris and trash.

Chapter 6 outlines the various methods to use when removing a structure.

REHABILITATE, SECURE, 

OR REMOVE?
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Detroit Future City
(CHAPTER 2)

BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN: 
PROCESS CHECK POINT
The entire blight data gathering and analysis process, from leveraging the 
framework of Detroit Future City through SATT, is outlined below. The steps 
shown represent a high level visual of everything that has been discussed in 
chapters 2 – 5 of this report.

Foundation
(CHAPTER 1)

Motor City Mapping Data/Tools
(CHAPTER 3)

Legal triage to secure ownership 
(or get legal authority)

(CHAPTER 5)Maximizing Community 
Impact Tool

(CHAPTER 4)

Is the parcel City owned?

VACANT LOT 
CLEARING

REHAB & 
REPAIR

SECURE

REMOVE

NO

NO

Does the parcel contain      
a structure? YES

Community Input

Hatched boxes indicate stages 
requiring community input.

Intervention Decision

YES

Environmental 
Inspection 

(SATT)
(CHAPTER 5)

Construction 
Inspection 

(SATT) 
(CHAPTER 5)



 

CHAPTER 6

WHAT IS THE 

BEST WAY 

TO REMOVE 

BLIGHT?



The massive scale of blight in Detroit  
and urgency to address it requires 
that the city carry out the best 
practices possible to remove blight 
safely and efficiently. Although the 
Task Force recognized a wide array 
of possible interventions, we focused 
on the sensitive and complex area 
of deconstruction and demolition. 
We studied the experiences of other 
cities that tackled large-scale blight, 
such as Baltimore, New Orleans, and 
Cleveland, and collected the best 
information available to prepare our 
recommendations. 

This chapter includes information and 
recommendations on the following: 

• Neighborhood Structures
 - Environmental Measures
 - Deconstruction Opportunities
 - Demolition Needs
 - Recycling Potential

• Large-Scale Commercial 
Structures

 - Prioritization
 - Demolition Needs

• Clearing and Maintaining Vacant 
Lots

• Job Creation

Our recommendations put people 
first by addressing resident and 
worker safety, recognizing the need 
to provide economic opportunities, 
and creating a path to healthier 
neighborhood environments.

HOW 
DO WE 

REMOVE 
BLIGHT?

Majority of residential 
blight is located 
within the city’s 
neighborhoods

RESIDENTIAL VACANT LOTS

Vacant lots are located 
through-out the city, 
where structures have 
been removed & not 
replaced.

INDUSTRIAL

Majority of industrial 
blight is located 
along railroads 

COMMERCIAL

Majority of 
non-residential/
commercial blight is 
along major roads

TYPICAL BLIGHT LOCATIONS  

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS PUT PEOPLE 

FIRST BY ADDRESSING RESIDENT AND 

WORKER SAFETY, RECOGNIZING THE NEED 

TO PROVIDE ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES, 

AND CREATING A PATH TO HEALTHIER 

NEIGHBORHOOD ENVIRONMENTS.
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The Task Force grouped the 78,506 blighted structures into the following 
categories:

• Residential Structures Four Units or Less (legally defined as single-family)

• Residential Structures Over Four Units (legally defined as multi-family)

• Commercial Structures with lot sizes smaller than 25,000 square feet

• Commercial Structures with lot sizes greater than 25,000 square feet

• Industrial Structures

Because certain types of structures have similar characteristics for removal, we 
have grouped these five categories into two:

• Neighborhood Structures, including all residential structures and 
commercial structures smaller than 25,000 square feet in lot size; and

• Large-Scale Commercial Structures, including commercial structures with 
lots greater than 25,000 square feet, and industrial structures.  

Additional Research Required: At the time of this report, the Task 
Force was not able to research and propose specific intervention 
methodologies and funding sources for these structures. The Task Force 
is willing and prepared to continue conversations with the DLBA to define 
implementation paths for these structures. 

REMOVAL OF 
STRUCTURES[ ]78,506 TOTAL STRUCTURES 

NEEDING INTERVENTION

SINGLE-FAMILY           
Residential Structures 

4 Units or Less (legally 
defined as single-family)

72,328

MULTI-FAMILY           
Residential Structures Over 

4 Units (legally defined as 
multi-family)

707

INSTITUTIONAL*

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL                 
Commercial Structures with lot size 

greater than 25,000 square feet

220

INDUSTRIAL                 
Industrial Structures with lot size 
greater than 25,000 square feet

339

NEIGHBORHOOD 
COMMERCIAL                 

Commercial Structures 
with lot size smaller 

than 25,000 square feet

3,904

MOTOR CITY MAPPING CATEGORIES:

NEIGHBORHOOD STRUCTURES

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL STRUCTURES

INSTITUTIONAL*

INSTITUTIONS                
Churches, schools, 

government offices, 
libraries, public, religious 
buildings, hospitals, etc.

403

UNKNOWN          
Buildings with no 

identifying characteristics, 
usually ability lacks access 

- unable to assess. 

605 1,008

TOTAL 
STRUCTURES 
WHICH REQUIRE
ADDITIONAL 
RESEARCH

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH REQUIRED
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NEIGHBORHOOD STRUCTURES MAKE UP 98% OF THE 
TOTAL BLIGHTED STRUCTURES IN DETROIT. 

AVERAGE 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
STRUCTURE DEMOLITION 
COST CAN RANGE 
ANYWHERE FROM $8,500 
TO $16,000

>25K SQ FT 

0.7% 
Large-scale 
commercial 
& industrial 
percentage of 
total structures 
with blight 
indicators in 
Detroit 

<25K SQ FT 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
STRUCTURE LOT SIZES ARE 
LESS THAN 25,000 SQ FEET

559 
Number of larger-
scale commercial 
& industrial 
structures

76,939 
Number of neighborhood structures

98% 
Percentage of total neighborhood 
structures with blight indicators in 
Detroit 

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL 
STRUCTURE LOT SIZES ARE 

GREATER THAN 25,000 SQ FEET

$8.5-16K

Because neighborhood structures make up 98 percent of the total number of 
blighted structures in Detroit, the Task Force spent most of its time examining 
this category.  Four major areas of activity were considered: 

1. Environmental measures

2. Deconstruction opportunities 

3. Demolition needs

4. Recycling potential 

The Detroit Land Bank Authority should take the lead on these activities.

NEIGHBORHOOD 
STRUCTURES[ ]
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Sources: Motor City Mapping, 2014 (uncertified 
results); Detroit Buildings, Safety Engineering, 
and Environmental Department; 2014 Historic 
Resource Survey; Detroit Parcel Inventory; 
Wayne County Register of Deeds; Wayne County 
Treasurer; Fannie Mae; Freddie Mac; Valassis 
VNEF Plus Database; Data Driven Detroit.  
© Michigan Nonprofit Association. 
Created April 2014.

Scale

10 2 4 Miles

Neighborhood Blight
Residential Structures needing Intervention
Commercial Structures (<25,000 SF Lot Size) 
needing Intervention
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Environmental work is broken into two phases: survey and abatement. The 
environmental survey is completed during the Strategic Assessment Triage Tool 
(SATT) process (discussed in Chapter 5). In known high risk areas, the results 
of the survey provide information about the levels of asbestos and lead in a 
structure. Combined with the requirements of environmental ordinances, these 
levels define the appropriate abatement measures for each structure.

The Task Force gathered information 
and best practices for asbestos 
abatement from several sources, 
including the Springwells Village 
pilot deconstruction project in 
Detroit, and several municipalities, 
including New Orleans, Baltimore, 
and Cleveland. The Task Force 
also gathered information from 
the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency and examined past Detroit 
demolition activities. Asbestos 
regulatory and clearance practices 
are well documented and well 
enforced in many cities across the 
country, including Detroit. Because 
of that, the protocol is similar in 
many markets. The nuances largely 
exist around the varying abatement, 
hauling, and dumping across regions. 

In every case, an environmental 
survey is conducted inside the 
structure to gather and analyze 
materials. If contaminants are 
found, an abatement plan is sent 
to the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality’s Air Quality 

Division to determine its compliance 
with the National Emission Standards 
for Hazardous Air Pollutants 
(NESHAP). No demolition or 
renovation work can occur on that 
structure for 10 working days while 
the State evaluates the plan. When 
the plan receives the green light for 
compliance, demolition can proceed. 
During demolition, debris must be 
hauled to a designated section of the 
landfill for disposal.

The Task Force supports the 
current regulatory process for 
asbestos abatement. Our strongest 
recommendation in this area is to 
complete the environmental survey, 
utilizing the SATT, as soon as possible 
once the Detroit Land Bank Authority 
has gained legal authority to enter 
the premises. 

1. ENVIRONMENTAL MEASURES ASBESTOS
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The Motor City Mapping tool 
indicates which properties might 
contain blighted structures, but MCM 
cannot help pinpoint where the 
greatest deposits of lead exist. 

The presence, density, and type of 
contaminants vary widely in Detroit, 
and even from one address to the 
next on the same street. The types 
and ages of building systems and 
surfaces offer some ability to predict 
which buildings tend to contain 
lead. For example, glossy paints 
manufactured throughout the 20th 
century until 1978 typically contain 
lead. There are no reliable ways, 
however, to predict the highest 
concentrations of lead with great 
accuracy.

While asbestos abatement practices 
are fairly well known, studied, and 
documented, the same does not hold 
true for lead. Lead exposure and 
abatement is still mostly uncharted 
territory. The current code calls 
for a “wet” demolition to address 
dust mitigation, but does not speak 
specifically to lead.

What is “wet” demolition? 
A wet demolition directs a 
stream of water from a hose 
to the demolition activity. 
Generally, the water is directed 
at the “claw,” or “bucket” of the 
excavator to mitigate the dust 
traveling to the neighboring 
properties and to protect 
workers on site.

As with the asbestos research, the 
Task Force discussed lead exposure 
and abatement with the same 
sources previously noted. All subject 
matter experts, including Detroit, 
are still admittedly in the learning 
process and using a wide variety 
of abatement solutions. Given the 
uncertainty in this area, the Task 
Force partnered with Detroit Future 
City (DFC) to gain more insight and 
guide our recommendations. 

LEAD: KNOWNS AND 
UNKNOWNS.  Because Detroit’s 
building boom (the early- to mid-
20th century) coincided with the 
most intensive use of lead-containing 
materials in the construction industry, 
many of Detroit’s vacant structures 
contain serious concentrations of 
lead. The timing of Detroit’s fastest 
development almost certainly means 
higher concentrations of lead in its 
urban-architectural DNA than in cities 
that built out before the 20th century. 
We cannot always determine where 
lead is most prevalent in Detroit. 
Construction during the boom era 
was not contiguous, and different 
contractors used different materials. 
Maintenance practices at each 
property also influence the material-
chemical signature of the property. 
The only “safe bets” are the houses 
that have already been burned 
significantly, for the greater physical 
depreciation, the lower the percent 
of total risk, in terms of blood-lead 
levels. 

Lead exposure is most 
dangerous for young children, 
as it can negatively affect brain 
development. Lead exposure is 
also a grave risk to fetuses during 
pregnancy, and for workers 
exposed to lead on the job. 
Detroit’s municipal records also 
document specific structures 
that have been reported with 
elevated blood lead levels in 
children. This information is 
available only where children 
lived in these structures and were 
tested. 

LEAD
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LEAD: OPTIONS AND COSTS FOR MITIGATING LEAD EXPOSURE.  
A range of options exists for addressing the unknown presence and levels of 
lead in Detroit. One option is to add air-quality monitoring devices to every 
targeted area of blight removal, and to engage community groups in educating 
residents. Doing this will add some cost to each project, but will also raise 
safety awareness among the contractors and community.

At the other extreme, a full lead risk assessment could be conducted for every 
blighted structure in Detroit. Because the initial environmental survey in the 
SATT is designed to provide initial insight into the location of lead, this extreme 
measure does not seem necessary, feasible, or even the best way to address 
lead contamination across the city’s geography because the lead levels are likely 
to be so varied.

LEAD: UNACCEPTABLE CONSEQUENCES OF BUSINESS AS USUAL.  
Surprisingly, the removal of lead from structures before demolition is not 
presently regulated. By contrast, Federal and State law regulate approaches 
to the presence of asbestos in structures under NESHAP, and the Michigan 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (MIOSHA) regulates worker 
blood lead levels.

Until April 2014, the city’s demolition contracts had specified the management 
of “visible dust emissions”. Without specifically mentioning lead, this 
procurement language lacks a clear, measured route to enforcement. 
Demolition contractors could essentially do whatever they want relative to lead 
levels, as long as they did not exceed EPA thresholds for air quality.

With no adequate dust management techniques and routes to enforcement, 
the contaminated dust from the board-up, renovation, and demolition 
processes not only can contaminate the site itself, but also can travel across the 
neighborhood. High-force events, like demolition, tend to create larger volumes 
of dust, and a greater range of dust particle sizes.

Another challenge related to lead contamination is in the protocol for 
processing materials, whether for paper pulp, burned as waste to energy, de-
nailed for reuse in interior architectural projects, or processing through small 
wood manufacturing. If the materials are contaminated, they must be managed 
through a separate regulatory process and facility that changes the cost and 
ability of the repurposing (salvaging or deconstruction) of materials. 

Given the scale of Detroit’s concentrated blight removal efforts, our strategy 
should provide people with a high level of protection from lead contamination. 
However, this is likely to result in increased demolition costs and slower time 
frames. It stands to reason that both challenges must be resolved. The Task 
Force, the city and the Detroit Land Bank Authority all agree that going beyond 
the present legal requirements is the right thing to do.

NOT REGULATED

LEAD REMOVAL

FROM STRUCTURES IS
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LEAD: WHAT PROACTIVE STEPS HAS THE CITY OF DETROIT ALREADY TAKEN? 
The City of Detroit, the Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA), and the Detroit 
Building Authority (DBA) recognize the lack of regulation around lead and how 
it is handled. At the same time they recognize the importance of creating a 
safe and healthy environment for Detroit residents. To that end, in April 2014 
this team, along with the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality and 
Region 5 Environmental Protection Agency designed the approach summarized 
below to deal with this issue.

• Complete a Health Impact Assessment pilot with respect to demolition and 
blight removal for the Hardest Hit Fund demolition program’s six target 
neighborhoods. This process is intended to establish baseline conditions 
for tracking the health status of each target neighborhood; describing 
health outcomes, health determinants, affected populations in locations 
with respect to demolition activities and estimates of current negative 
health/cost burden from blight. Findings will inform recommendations for a 
citywide demolition and blight removal process.

• Develop public information material regarding safety and protective 
measures for neighbors during demolition activities and ensure that they are 
distributed in all demolition neighborhoods

• Provide field liaisons, who are empowered to make site work decisions 
including work stoppage and assign them to make regular and 
unannounced visits to each active demolition to monitor activities, assure 
compliance with best practices, and address any neighborhood concerns.

• Require the following in all demolition bid specifications:

 - Use of “wet/wet” demolition removal techniques

 - Use of Bucket Claw loading technique to minimize dust transmissions 
by more gently handling material and minimizing debris fall distance.

 - Completely cover all debris transport carriers before they leave the site.

 - Thoroughly wash sidewalks and road surfaces at the completion of the 
project.

The Task Force supports the approach outlined above and feels this is the right 
direction in creating a stronger process for dealing with lead. 

LEAD: WHAT IS THE OPPORTUNITY FOR DETROIT AND MICHIGAN?  
Detroit can craft the first-ever national standards and policies for lead-safe 
building removal practices, and can lead by example (and necessity) with its 
own best practices. Through pilot initiatives, Detroit can define a mechanism 
for determining how to evaluate the success of a health-risk managed blight 
removal processes. Testing and developing this environment also creates an 
opportunity for additional job creation. 

Some principles and approaches should guide Detroit’s innovation in creating 
national standards for safe, cost-effective, and large-scale blight removal:

• Establishment of a baseline that draws from best practices from around the 
country to balance responsibility with cost and time effectiveness. 

• Development of a pilot project (in conjunction with U.S. EPA) on an active 
demolition/deconstruction site to inform our work over the long term. 
This pilot should include a Heath Impact Assessment tool which offers a 
method for managing lead exposure and other environmental consequences 
associated with large scale blight removal.

• Leveraging of the pilot project to create a viable and measured way to 
monitor and enforce lead safety practices while demolition is happening. 
This should include some type of random sampling neighborhood-based 
air quality monitoring system and services, which can help in assuring 
contractor compliance. 

• Evaluation of structural / parcel-based conditions for challenges around 
demolition for structures with lead exposure in densely populated areas. 

• Allocation of space and resources throughout the lifecycle of a significant 
blight removal project for a feedback loop of continuous testing, 
implementing, and testing again to support process improvements over 
time. (In Baltimore, this approach saved 50 percent of anticipated health 
management costs.)
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LEAD: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ABATEMENT

RECOMMENDATION 6-1. The city and the DLBA should continue to require 
“wet/wet” demolition practices for dust mitigation in the permitting 
process.

RECOMMENDATION 6-2. The city and the DLBA should engage with the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and other regulatory agencies 
involved in contractor safety, to use Detroit’s large scale blight removal effort 
as an opportunity to research and develop enhanced air quality monitoring 
devices that monitor lead (expanding on the current asbestos air quality 
technology). The scale and speed of demolition in Detroit is unprecedented and 
can provide the platform for solutions that can be used across the country. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-3. The city and the DLBA should engage with 
the U.S. EPA to explore resources and opportunities to assist smaller 
contractors with barriers they face acquiring air quality monitoring devices, 
including solutions for financial barriers. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-4. The DLBA should continually work to enhance the 
MCI predictive prioritization tool (discussed in chapter 4) to include lead level 
indices, as they are collected in the field. This could lead to the establishment of 
a high health risk building removal indicator. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-5. The DLBA should consider additional allocation of 
field liaisons as building removal activities continue to scale. 

Water is the best known, 
documented, and studied 
means of introducing dust 
suppression to the building 
removal process-- regardless of 
what chemicals are present in 
the dust.

A “wet/wet” demolition is 
wetting down as much of the 
demolition site as possible at 
all times, including the bucket 
and the debris pile and wetting 
down the load on the truck as 
it‘s being hauled to the landfill 
(load stays wet the entire time).
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Deconstruction, or “salvaging,” is the exercise of human hands physically taking 
apart a structure. Deconstruction is an attractive choice for building removal for 
many reasons:

• Resale opportunities, 

• Waste diversion from landfills, 

• Reduction of health impacts from dust particles spreading to neighboring 
structures (i.e., lead),

• Environmental sustainability, 

• High-skilled job opportunities for Detroiters,

• Business development opportunities for Detroiters, and

• A sense of reclaiming Detroit’s past for craft and artisanal purposes.

The Task Force wants to maximize 
the opportunity for deconstruction, 
while recognizing the current market 
demand for harvested materials, the 
increased costs, and impact of an 
expedited time schedule.

The Task Force discussed a range 
of opportunities and challenges 
around deconstruction with six firms 
specialized in this type of removal. 
These discussions led us to select 
residential structures of four units 
or less as the best deconstruction 
candidates in Detroit. The current 
resale and wholesale distribution 
market can support deconstruction 
of only about 10 percent of Detroit’s 
present inventory of blighted 
structures in this category. That 
means that, under today’s conditions, 
about 7,000 buildings can be cost-
effectively deconstructed and 
recycled. Even this modest volume 
would result in an estimated 30-
35 new jobs in deconstruction and 
salvaging. 

An as-yet unexplored reason for 
deconstruction is the opportunity 
to bring the practice to a more 
ambitious scale of wholesale, through 
removal of significant quantities of 
building materials, especially roofing, 
trusses, and flooring materials. 
Although the capacity for this 
does not yet exist, the Task Force 
recommends exploring opportunities 
for wholesale-level engagement 
in deconstruction in the very near 
future.

2. DECONSTRUCTION
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Three deconstruction models are currently being used across the country:
• Full deconstruction
• Hybrid deconstruction
• Partial deconstruction (“skim” model)

Full deconstruction is just what it 
says: removing a structure entirely 
through manual deconstruction 
intervention. This practice usually 
takes anywhere from five to seven 
days or longer, depending on the 
size of the structure and costs 
approximately 50 percent more than 
mechanical demolition.  

Hybrid deconstruction is gaining 
momentum in other markets across 
the Midwest. The hybrid method 
combines the presence of human 
beings on the site, along with an 
excavator. This variation of traditional 
deconstruction speeds up the work 
by using the excavator to carefully 
assist the manpower on the ground 
by gently pulling down walls, porches, 
roofs, staircases, and major elements. 
A crew of individuals can then get at 
these more easily, whether on site or 
for transport to a warehouse to be 
taken apart manually. This practice 
usually takes anywhere from one to 
three days, creates a lot of dust, and 
costs approximately 25 percent more 
than mechanical demolition.   

Partial demolition, sometimes 
referred to as the “skim” model, 
is a nuanced version of the full 
deconstruction model. A “skim” 
model of deconstruction delicately 
balances the input (labor cost) with 
the throughput (salvaged materials 
of value) over a much shorter period 
of time -- one to three days versus 
five to seven days or longer for full 
deconstruction. Typical materials 
manually removed from the 
structure under a “skim” method of 
deconstruction are the higher-market 
resale items such as hardwood floors, 
trim molding, stained glass windows, 
doors, and door jams. In addition the 
estimated cost increase is only 10 to 
12.5 percent more than mechanical 
demolition.

DECONSTRUCTION: 
RECOMMENDATION

RECOMMENDATION 6-6. At 
present capacity, the Task Force 
recommends starting with the 
“skim” model of deconstruction, 
where the property is appropriate 
and a market exists. The Task 
Force also recommends continually 
monitoring and expanding the 
envelope on this promising area 
of practice, as cost-effectiveness 
improves and markets change.

COSTS ARE APPROXIMATELY

50%
MORE THAN MECHANICAL 
DEMOLITION

FULL DECONSTRUCTION
COSTS ARE APPROXIMATELY

25%
HYBRID DECONSTRUCTION

COSTS ARE APPROXIMATELY

10%-12%
MORE THAN MECHANICAL 
DEMOLITION

“SKIM” MODEL

MORE THAN MECHANICAL 
DEMOLITION

151150 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] CHAPTER 6: WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO REMOVE BLIGHT?



Traditional, mechanical demolition will likely address 90 percent of all removal 
interventions necessary in Detroit. Mechanical demolition typically includes a 
three-person crew and can occur in as little as three hours once it has begun. A 
typical candidate for mechanical demolition is a structure with one or more of 
the following traits:

• The structure is on the city’s emergency demolition list and has to come 
down immediately;

• Structures that require significant asbestos abatement solutions which are 
typically too cost-prohibitive to be good rehabilitation or deconstruction 
candidates; 

• The structure is in a defined geographic area with high levels of vacancy and 
blight, where there is an opportunity to demolish at some level of scale;

• The structure has fallen into a particular level of decay due to neglect, the 
elements, or a previous fire, and there is little or no salvage value remaining.

3. DEMOLITION
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DEMOLITION: RECOMMENDATIONS

The Task Force identified several recommendations for the city to implement, 
resulting in expedited demolition more promptly once approved, reducing 
health impacts, and removing bottlenecks in the process. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-7. The Task Force recommends that the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority (DLBA) schedule all utility disconnections as soon 
as the contractors complete data gathering via the Strategic Assessment 
Triage Tool. The greatest practical challenge to prompt demolition in Detroit 
has been disconnecting the gas, electricity, and water lines to the property. 
Disconnecting utilities involves communication and timing issues among two 
different utilities and the city. 

After working directly with DTE Energy and the Detroit Water and Sewer 
Department (DWSD), the Task Force identified several efficiency opportunities 
for collaboration and cost savings between the DLBA, DTE and DWSD that 
should be implemented (some of these have already been implemented by the 
city and the DLBA):

• Leverage the Motor City Mapping dataset to understand where disconnects 
have already occurred.

• Reduce demolition costs by identifying properties they have already been 
targeted for disconnect by DTE and/or DWSD.

• Schedule demolition for all structures on a block at the same time, which 
could result in one disconnect for the block instead of parcel by parcel 
disconnects, also reducing costs.

• Create joint action teams to disconnect utilities and water at the same time. 
Cross-training team members can result in greater efficiency, increasing 
overall capacity, and reducing overall costs.

• Qualify contractors to “cut & cap” the water line on site with proof that the 
job was done correctly, versus DWSD doing all the work themselves.

• Create a billing system that bills contractors on a time and materials basis 
versus a flat fee.

• For demolition work contracted by the DLBA, DWSD should allow 
contractors to proceed with disconnects and demolition BEFORE past due 
water bills on the property are paid. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-8. The city should continue to charge a discounted 
rate for demolition permits in light of the scale of need. The city’s Buildings, 
Safety Engineering and Environmental (BSEED) should remove the demolition 
permit fee. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-9. The DLBA should continue to use community 
meetings to engage community groups throughout the entire scope of 
planning and activation of demolition (or other interventions), in order to 
discuss and respond to community observations and concerns.
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Landfills in southeast Michigan 
have plenty of capacity to support 
the entire scope of blight removal 
suggested in this report. In fact 
with so much capacity, the prices 
for using Detroit’s landfills are low, 
inviting debris even from Canada. 
Still notwithstanding this capacity, 
the goal should be to recycle rather 
than filling up our existing landfills. 
The largest single cost factor for 
demolition in Detroit is the cost 
of trucking debris from the city to 
these landfill locations, which are 
generally located at least 30 miles 
from Detroit. 

Any recycling solution for the City 
of Detroit must therefore be located 
within the city limits. This would 
reduce the average demolition cost 
dramatically, considering the offset 
from recycling versus the hauling, 
fuel, tipping fees and limited hours 
of operation at the landfill. Recycling 
centers within the city of Detroit 
would also keep revenue from this 
project in the city, creating jobs for 
Detroiters. A recycling materials 
market must exist for recycling 

RECYCLING: RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATION 6-10. The city should establish two new construction 
and demolition (C&D) recycling centers inside Detroit city limits; ideally, 
one on the east side and one on the west side of town. The Task Force sub-
committee talked to three potential recycling center candidates, all with 
plausible business plans. All three candidates bring slightly different options and 
expertise, but may not represent the entire population of interested parties. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-11. The Task Force recommends that the city’s 
Jobs & Economy team, with assistance from the Detroit Economic Growth 
Corporation, evaluate potential solutions and prioritize the selection, 
zoning, and economic support of at least two C&D recycling facilities in 
the city. Additional support from the state DEQ in delivering time sensitive 
support to navigating the regulatory and licensing requirements associated with 
opening this type of facility will add great value.

centers to make the investment 
in Detroit. Funding sources for 
deconstruction and demolition 
must be defined to support the 
need for recycling centers as well as 
contractor growth.

The potential cost savings of two 
recycling centers within city limits is 
approximately 10 percent of total 
demolition cost per structure. If the 
average cost of demolition, including 
any deconstruction, is $10,000, 
this could save at least $1,000 
per demolition project. Assuming 
approximately 72,000 structural 
demolition candidates, this could 
result in a cost savings of up to 
$72 million. Locating two recycling 
centers within the city would cut 
the average trucking distance by 
one-half for demolition contractors. 
Contractors could also pay lower 
tipping fees through large-scale, pre-
negotiated contracts with the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority.

In addition, an anticipated 120 
new jobs are possible through the 
creation of two recycling centers.

THE POTENTIAL COST SAVINGS OF

2 RECYCLING CENTERS
WITHIN THE CITY LIMITS IS APPROXIMATELY 

OF THE TOTAL COST OF 
DEMOLITION

OR APPROXIMATELY $72 MILLION

4. RECYCLING
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DEMOLITION

LARGE-SCALE
COMMERCIAL

AVERAGE LARGE-
SCALE COMMERCIAL 
DEMOLITION 
COST CAN RANGE 
ANYWHERE FROM 
$1 MILLION TO TENS 
OF MILLIONS PER 
STRUCTURE

PER STRUCTURE

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL STRUCTURES 
HAVE A SIGNIFICANT FOOTPRINT IN THE CITY EVEN THOUGH 
THEY ARE ONLY 0.7% OF TOTAL BLIGHTED STRUCTURES. 

>25K SQ FT 

0.7% 
Large-scale 
commercial 
& industrial 
percentage of 
total structures 
with blight 
indicators in 
Detroit 

<25K SQ FT 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
COMMERCIAL STRUCTURE 
LOT SIZES ARE LESS THAN 

25,000 SQ FEET

559 
Number of larger-
scale commercial 
& industrial 
structures

3,904
Number of neighborhood commercial 

structures

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL 
STRUCTURE LOT SIZES ARE 

GREATER THAN 25,000 SQ FEET

Large-scale, commercial structures 
include commercial structures with 
lot sizes greater than 25,000 square 
feet, and industrial structures. These 
structures are unique because of 
their larger size and their potential 
for greater environmental issues 
than other structures. Average costs 
for demolition can range anywhere 
from $1 million to tens of millions 
per structure. Although this category 
only represents a total of 559 
structures, just 0.7 percent of the 
total structures that meet the Task 
Force definition of blight or have 
blight indicators in Detroit, they still 
represent a significant footprint in the 
city and need intervention. Without 
a solution, they will continue to exert 
a downward pull on any efforts to 
restore the neighborhoods in which 
they are located, and as well as on 
the city as a whole. 

Blighted, large-scale, commercial 
facilities are typically addressed 
by economic development teams, 
working to reactivate these sites 
and create jobs for a city. Detroit 
Future City (DFC) and the Detroit 
Economic Growth Corporation 
(DEGC) are already working side 
by side to overlay targeted primary 
and secondary employment districts 
in Detroit—based on the best 
available information about where 
the city’s jobs already exist or could 
grow—with DEGC’s economic 
development job creation strategies. 
The Task Force supports continuing 
these efforts while expanding 
the strategy to address both 
job creation and neighborhood 
recovery, reinvestment, and 
stabilization.

A balanced two-objective approach 
is recommended in addressing large-
scale commercial blight removal. 
This approach would balance the 
need to shore up tipping-point 
neighborhoods, while at the same 
time working toward investment and 
job creation.

LARGE-SCALE,
COMMERCIAL 
STRUCTURES[ ]
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Large-Scale 
Commercial Blight

Industrial Structures needing Intervention
Commercial Structures (>25,000 SF Lot Size) 
needing Intervention
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Scale

1 2 4 Miles

Sources: Motor City Mapping, 2014 (uncertified results); Detroit Buildings, Safety Engineering, and 
Environmental Department; 2014 Historic Resource Survey; Detroit Parcel Inventory; Wayne County Register 
of Deeds; Wayne County Treasurer; Fannie Mae; Freddie Mac; Valassis VNEF Plus Database; Data Driven 
Detroit, Detroit Future City. © Michigan Nonprofit Association.  Created April 2014.

EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT 
OPPORTUNITIES

APPROXIMATELY

This map shows the locations of all industrial 
structures, as well as commercial structures with 
lot sizes larger than 25,000 square feet, that meet 
the Task Force definition of blight or have blight 
indicators.  These structures are overlaid on Detroit 
Future City’s Employment Districts, demonstrating 
the overlap of vacant commercial and industrial 
structures with Detroit’s planned areas of future 
commercial activity.

LEGEND
Parcel with Industrial or 
Commercial Structure with Lot 
Size >25,000 SF
DFC Primary Employment 
District
DFC Secondary Employment 
District0

Blighted Large-Scale Commercial Structures 
within Detroit Future City Employment Districts
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LARGE-SCALE, COMMERCIAL STRUCTURES:  RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATION 6-12. Immediately address most blighted large 
commercial structures in the tipping point geographies. The results of the 
Motor City Mapping survey reveal that twelve large-scale industrial and 
commercial structures fall within the “tipping point neighborhoods” identified 
in Chapter 4. Among those dozen structures, five fall within the group of “Poor 
Condition, Suggested for Demolition” (four commercial and one industrial). The 
Task Force recommends prioritizing these five structures for deconstruction and 
demolition, whichever is the most economically viable method based on the 
building content. The remaining seven have blight indicators and need further 
analysis.

RECOMMENDATION 6-13. Use Motor City Mapping data and geographic 
priority-setting to support Detroit Future City and the Detroit Economic 
Growth Corporation’s work in targeted primary and secondary employment 
districts. The Task Force suggests that the DFC/DEGC team incorporate the 
following prioritization process within those zones:

• Determination of job creation candidates that fall within the targeted 
geographic zones outlined in Chapter 4 (win/win scenarios); and

• Use of Motor City Mapping to reveal how many of the city’s 559 large-scale 
industrial structures and commercial structures are located within the overlay 
districts (see map on opposite page) and are high target candidates for job 
creation opportunities. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-14. Review and, if needed, change existing 
laws regarding property owners’ responsibility for the financial costs of 
environmental site contamination. Laws may need modifications to improve 
enforcement. The City of Detroit’s Law Department should take aggressive 
action in leveraging these laws to recoup any and all costs associated with 
environmental contamination of these sites.

BLIGHTED
OF THESE

STRUCTURES
ARE LOCATED WITHIN

EMPLOYMENT
DISTRICTS
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From a process efficiency 
perspective, the current process for 
issuing Requests for Proposals (RFP’s) 
is not well suited to large-scale 
activity and innovation of the type 
that Detroit now needs. In addition, 
this process will be the driving force 
behind setting the expectations 
for hiring Detroiters and using 
Detroit based firms. The Task Force 
recommends the following changes 
to the Request for Proposal process:

RECOMMENDATION 6-15 
Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) 
should require deconstruction 
companies and demolition 
companies to submit combined 
proposals (potentially through a 
joint-venture), working together to 
maximize coordinated timing and 
hand-off between deconstruction 
and demolition activities, where 
deconstruction is a viable option. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-17 
The Task Force calls on local banks 
and other financial institutions to 
grow Detroit based businesses by 
extending the DLBA lines of credit 
at three percent interest or below 
to aid in cash flow to contractors.  
These funds  provide the necessary 
working capital for the DLBA to 
hire local contractors to revitalize 
Detroit neighborhoods.  Banks 
should explore programs such as 
the Community Reinvestment Act 
(CRA) for this purpose.  These funds 
should be backed by the Federal 
and State funding programs to allow 
the DLBA to pay contractors within 
30-45 days of project deliverables 
and billing. This addresses major 
cash flow challenges that contractors 
face once they win RFPs. Since many 
Federal and State funding programs 
are on a reimbursement basis, they 
do not forward funding to DLBA to 
pay the contractors until the work is 
completed, which usually requires at 
least a 30-day turnaround. For many 
of the contractors, especially the 
smaller ones, the delayed cash flow 
makes it almost impossible to meet 
payroll.

RECOMMENDATION 6-16 
DLBA should continue to package 
mechanical demolition RFPs in 
two ways: by size of job and size 
of contractor. This method allows 
larger contractors to secure larger 
jobs, which should improve the ability 
to recognize cost savings, process 
efficiencies, innovation and job 
creation. Smaller contractors typically 
do not have the financial capacity 
to secure the necessary bonds, 
the experience, nor the resource 
bandwidth for these larger projects. 
Some RFPs of notably smaller 
size should be dedicated to the 
smaller contractors. The Task Force 
recommends RFPs in this small pool 
to represent approximately 10 to 50 
properties each. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-18
DLBA should continue to prioritize 
Detroit based businesses when 
awarding RFPs. If firms outside 
of Detroit are needed to achieve 
targeted volumes they should be 
required to hire qualified Detroit 
residents to perform the work. 
Contracted firms should be required 
to work directly with the job training 
agencies listed in the Job Creation 
section of this chapter to refine 
employment candidate training 
requirements and offer employment 
opportunities for graduates. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR THE REQUEST-FOR-

PROPOSAL (RFP) PROCESS[ ]
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RECOMMENDED DEMOLITION 
CLEARANCE PROCESS

BEGIN DISCONNECTION 
PROCESS

Two weeks prior 
to demolition, 

notification 
of demolition 
activity posted 
on designated 
properties by 
DLBA/DBA

BEGIN 
NOTIFICATION 

PROCESS

BEGIN ASBESTOS 
ABATEMENT

DLBA/DBA to 
notify by mail 
all residents 

near properties 
designated for 

demolition

Door to door 
community 

notification of 
demolition activity 

by DLBA/DBA

DLBA receives 
utility clearances 

and logs into 
database

DLBA issues 
RFP to qualified 

Asbestos 
Abatement 

Contractors for 
competitive bid 

Contractors 
have 10 days 

to review 
properties and 

submit bids

Sealed bid 
response 

are opened 
and bids are 
evaluated by 

DBA

CONTRACT IS 
CREATED AND 

EXECUTED 
BY DLBA

3rd  party 
provides 

Environmental 
Clearance

Contractor 
submits notice to 
MDEQ (NESHAP) 

with asbestos 
survey results 

and duration of 
work

jum
p 

th
e 

pa
ge

CONTINUE ASBESTOS ABATEMENT BEGIN DEMOLITION 
CONTRACTOR BID

Contractor is 
selected and 

awarded work by 
DBA on behalf of 

DLBA

Contract is created 
and executed by 

DLBA
Asbestos is 

abated with 3rd  

party air quality 
monitoring firm

10 working day 
hold period after 
demo application 

before 
abatement can 

proceed

DLBA/DBA issues 
RFP to qualified 

Demo Contractors 
for competitive bid

Contractors have 
10 days to review 

properties and 
submit bids

Sealed bid 
response are 

opened and bids 
are evaluated by 

DBA

Contractor is 
selected and 

awarded work by 
DLBA

DLBA/DBA 
requests DWSD 

water disconnect.

DLBA/DBA 
requests DTE gas 

disconnect.

DLBA/DBA 
requests DTE 

electric disconnect. 
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RECOMMENDED DEMOLITION AND 
CLOSEOUT PROCESS

The Blight Task Force’s recommended Demolition and Closeout Process 
includes six significant process changes: notification process to the 
community, evaluation of a deconstruction pathway, use of wet/wet 
process, use of slow growth seed or clover where appropriate, recycling, 
and combining proposals from deconstruction and demolition companies 
and then package RFPs by size of job and size of contractor firm.

Contractor selected through 
RFP process by DBA on 

behalf of DLBA (Joint venture 
between deconstruction 
and demo contractors if 

deconstruction candidate)

Contractor submits Notice to 
Demo to MDEQ

jum
p 

th
e 

pa
ge

Is a property a candidate 
for deconstruction?

NO

Contractor spends 
a maximum of two 

days deconstructing 
salvageable materials

Contractor clears debris 
from structure

Contractor uses 
wet/wet 

demolition method 

Wood, debris and basement/
footings are removed by 

contractor

Open Hole inspection is        
performed by City 

Contractor backfills, 
compresses and grades the fill

Lot is seeded with low growth 
grass seed or clover where 

appropriate

tu
rn

 th
e 

pa
ge

Winter or Final grade 
inspection is performed by City

Clean soil is delivered to 
backfill the site; contractor 

provides clean soil 
certification

BEGIN PRE-DEMOLITION 
PROCESS BEGIN DEMOLITION PROCESS

YES

BEGIN DECONSTRUCTION 
PROCESS

Contractor obtains 
Demolition/Deconstruction 

Permit from BSEED 

169168 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] CHAPTER 6: WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO REMOVE BLIGHT?



RECOMMENDED DEMOLITION AND 
CLOSEOUT PROCESS (CONTINUED)

Waste is maintained 
wet up to and during 

transportation jum
p 

th
e 

pa
ge

NO

Recycling center sorts 
non-recyclable material

Non-recyclable material 
is transported to the 
appropriate type of 

landfill

Contractor transports 
waste to recycling center

Waste is transported to 
the appropriate type of 

landfill

Contractor 
submits an 
invoice and 
copies of all 
regulatory 

documentation 
to DBA

DBA inspects 
contractor’s 

work and takes 
post-demolition 

photographs

fro
m

 p
re

vio
us

 p
ag

e

Contractor is 
paid by DLBA

Collect 
community 
input after 

demolition is 
complete

BEGIN 
MAINTENANCE

YESIs recycling required in 
demolition contract?

LOT IS 
MAINTAINED

BEGIN LANDFILL/
RECYCLING PROCESS

BEGIN CLOSEOUT 
PROCESS

Demolition 
permit is closed 

out by City
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BLIGHTED VACANT LOTS
Motor City Mapping identified 

6,135 blighted vacant lots

PER LOT

It will cost an average of $900 per 
vacant lot to clean blight

TO CLEAR 6,135 LOTS
It will cost approximately $5.5 million to clear 

6,135 blighted vacant lots 

REQUIRE MORE THAN BEING CLEARED A
ST ND RD

OR TIME.
BLIGHTED VACANT LOTS

THEY REQUIRE REGULAR CARE +

MAINTENANCE

CLEAR AND 
MAINTAIN 
VACANT 

LOTS[ ]
Blighted vacant lots can attract trash, dangerous and/or overgrown trees, 
overgrown brush, abandoned cars and boats, tires, and more. In addition to 
being an eyesore, these lots often become unsafe. Crimes happen behind 
overgrown trees and brush. Children naturally sometimes see these areas as 
playgrounds, tempting but dangerous places that offer more—and worse—than 
playful adventures.

Publicly owned vacant lots already represent over 84,000 of the 114,000 vacant 
lots in the city, and public ownership will significantly inventory as title of many 
blighted properties ends up transferring to the Detroit Land Bank Authority 
through nuisance abatement and foreclosure. Ridding blighted structures and 
clearing vacant lots achieves the Task Force mission of blight removal, but it 
also creates an environment that must be maintained. The Detroit Land Bank 
Authority will have the responsibility of maintaining tens of thousands of vacant 
lots until they can be repurposed, with no funding to do so.

For the thousands of vacant lots under public ownership, another barrier exists: 
legal authority to access the site. Two notices must be issued in Detroit to attain 
legal authority to go on these sites. First, the Department of Recreation must 
issue a notice of noxious weeds and brush. The contractor must wait 10 days 
after the notice is issued to legally access the site. The second notice is from the 
Department of Public Works (DPW) and addresses trees on the property. Ten 
days following the DPW notice, a hearing is held, followed by another 10-day 
wait period before the contractor can access the site. 

Even if simply clearing vacant lots were the solution, Detroit would be 
greatly challenged. Unfortunately, the challenge of vacant lots does not end 
with clearing them for the first time, or the second, or the third. Without 
maintenance and care, vacant lots are attractors for continued blight.

Many cities across the country are faced with this issue. No city has faced the 
level of vacancy of Detroit. Already in Detroit, however, there are several best 
practices and existing programs from which we can glean insight and create a 
model that suits Detroit’s unique need for clearing and maintaining vacant lots.
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The Blight Authority refined large-scale, blighted vacant lot clearing 
through their pilot projects in Eastern Market and Brightmoor. In 
Brightmoor, The Blight Authority cleared 450 lots across 14 blocks in 35 
days. In addition, their model actively engages with each neighborhood to 
coordinate vacant lot blight removal candidates, resident notification, job 
opportunities, and clean up efforts. Twenty-eight community workers were 
hired in Brightmoor to clear the 14 blocks at $9 per hour. 

CLEARING AND MAINTAINING VACANT LOTS: INITIAL CLEARANCE 
RECOMMENDATIONS.

The Mayor should communicate an urgent call to action to all Detroit 
stakeholders—including businesses, churches and residents—to focus their 
philanthropic funding and volunteer resource programming on clearing and 
shared maintenance of vacant lots in the city.

RECOMMENDATION 6-19. Working with the communities through 
community meetings, the Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) should 
develop a directory of the vacant lots to be cleared. Once the MCI 
geographic prioritization is defined, the DLBA should be able to identify 
blighted vacant lots which have the greatest impact from clearing. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-20. Once priorities for vacant lot clearance have 
been finalized, the DLBA should immediately work with local nonprofits 
to begin fundraising. Once funds have been raised, the DLBA should work 
directly with DPW and Department of Recreation to issue notices and RFP’s to 
begin lot clearing.

RECOMMENDATION 6-21. Deploy the model for lot clearance created by 
the Blight Authority across the entire city in coordination with the structural 
intervention work of the DLBA. Neighborhood engagement for vacant lot 
clearing should be a joint effort between the DLBA and the City of Detroit 
District Managers.
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MAINTENANCE: A CALL TO ACTION FOR EVERYONE.  The city needs help 
just to mow and maintain most existing vacant lots. The vacant lots currently 
owned by the city or targeted for blight removal have a wide variety of grasses, 
trees, brush, and weeds on site. Given the costs associated with clearing and 
re-seeding tens of thousands of vacant lots, the Task Force recommends just 
mowing and maintaining the existing growth. 

Several programs around the country estimate annual maintenance costs 
of $150 per lot. The majority of that cost is attributed to summer seasonal 
maintenance, including three mowings per year. If Detroit used that model it 
would require approximately $7.5 million annually to maintain just 50,000 lots. 
(Remember the city already has over 52,000 vacant lots in its current inventory.)

RECOMMENDATION 6-22. After demolition or vacant lot clearing, the city 
should fully implement its plan to grade and seed newly vacant sites with 
specialized low-growth seed after demolition. This can either be in the form 
of slow-growing grass or clover, depending on the sites’ intended future use. 
Although these slow growing forms of seed cut down on the need for mowing, 
they also require more intense watering and initial care to take root than 
traditional grasses. Therefore, a process needs to be in place as to who will tend 
to these sites immediately after blight removal. 
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Neighbor-
hood 
toolboxes 
consisting 
of a lawn 
mower, rakes, 
shovels, extra 
seed (to fill in 
washed out 
areas), hedge 
clippers, 
wheel barrow, 
etc.

RECOMMENDATION 6-23. The city (Department of Neighborhoods) 
and the DLBA should work with philanthropic and nonprofit community 
partners to expand the existing Vacant Property Coalition of Detroit and 
the toolbox program at Michigan Community Resources (MCR). MCR is 
currently supported by the Kresge Foundation which is part of the collaborative 
effort to remove blight and improve Detroit neighborhoods. Since 2007, MCR 
has used their planning, community organizing, legal and policy expertise 
to inform and directly assist communities with vacant property issues. They 
are now focusing their vacant property-related services to decrease blight 
affecting residential vacant properties. This program is poised to be the central 
coordination for vacant property maintenance for the city. To further enhance 
this program, MCR should work with Detroit Future City to incorporate their 
vacant property management concepts. 

MCR, with the support of the city and strategic partners, should create a 
framework for a citywide care plan for vacant lots to include:

Interaction 
with greening 
groups and 
university 
agriculture 
and state 
agricultural 
extension 
offices to 
assist with 
noxious weed 
and native 
planting work, 
re-treeing and 
blue green 
infrastructure. 

7

An interactive 
website that 
provides 
public access 
to vacant lot 
maintenance 
schedules and 
the ability 
for residents 
to provide 
information 
about activity 
that escalates 
attention to 
specific areas 
of the city.

65

Neighbor-
hood by 
neighborhood 
vacant lot 
maintenance 
programs 
(including 
initial care 
of the lot 
post blight 
removal, 
mowing (3x’s 
a year), raking, 
shoveling, 
etc.)

3

Defined 
corporate and 
religious group 
sponsors to 
coordinate 
philanthropic 
funding and 
employee/
member 
community 
service 
programs.

2

Defined 
community 
leaders 
in every 
neighborhood 
in Detroit.

1

Integrated 
citywide 
maintenance 
calendar that 
maximizes 
the use of 
the toolbox 
program, local 
business/
religious group 
volunteers, 
and 
community 
volunteers 
(integrated 
into the 
District 
Managers’ 
regular 
meetings 
with the 
community).

4
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A program such as this will require start up funding to create toolkits and 
develop communication tools, funding mechanisms and processes. As a 
jumpstart to this program, Rock Ventures will contribute the first $100,000 
(through its current Brightmoor agreement with the DLBA), utilizing the 
Brightmoor community as a pilot for program development. As a result of the 
current blight removal programs, there are soon to be over 500 vacant lots 
resulting from structural blight removal and vacant lot clearing. In addition, 
once the program is built, Rock Ventures commits to coordinating a minimum of 
5,000 volunteer hours through the vacant lot maintenance program. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-24. The City of Detroit and DLBA should also 
immediately implement its new side lot sale program to actively provide 
property owners the opportunity to purchase adjacent lots at low cost. 

In addition to this program, the Task Force also recommends that the DLBA 
immediately implement its new side lot program to actively provide property 
owners the opportunity to purchase adjacent lots at low cost. 

RECOMMENDED VACANT LOT 
CLEARANCE PROCESS

City can authorize access to 
property to remove trees and trash

City can fine property owner for 
cost of removing trees and trash

Remove trash

Notices are sent to property 
owners with trees and/or trash 

that need to be removed 
(if not owned by the City)

City Hearing

Remove dangerous trees

Exploratory mowing, removing 
additional trash

Mow lawn

Trim trees as necessary

Clear brush

MAINTAIN LOT
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CAPACITY 
AND JOB 
CREATION[ ]

The Task Force used the following 
assumptions when calculating job 
creation estimates:

• approximately 72,000 structures 
will require demolition (40,077 
structures meeting Task Force 
definition of blight + 80-90% of 
the 38,429 structures with blight 
indicators, or approximately 
32,000 structures)

• existing training programs meet 
the needs of employers

• 72,000 structures will be removed 
in 5 years, resulting in an average 
monthly volume of 1,200 
demolitions

• reliable funding to support blight 
removal is secured, and

• two recycling centers are located 
within city limits.

Based on these assumptions and the 
market capacity information gathered 
from contractors, recycling operators, 
and training organizations, the Task 
Force projects the potential for 430 
new direct jobs.

The amount of job creation 
anticipated from blight removal 
activities creates an opportunity to 
leverage several training programs 
already active in Detroit. For 
example, Detroit Employment 
Solutions Corporation is already 
planning to train 300 job placement 
candidates through their Detroit 
Registered Apprentice Program 
(DRAP) general laborer apprentice 
program. The Jobs & Economy 
team should partner with Detroit 
Employment Solutions Corporation 
to leverage additional training 
solutions from all or a combination 
of the organizations listed below if 
demand is created. 

• Focus Hope 

• EcoWorks

• Architectural Salvage Warehouse 
of Detroit

• Detroit Training Center

• Access for All

• Chance for Life

• Service Employment 
Redevelopment (SER) Metro-
Detroit

JOB CREATION PROJECTIONS

VACANT LOT CLEANING
Temporary community level jobs will be created. 
Job numbers do not apply to job creation projections. 

TOTAL JOBS PROJECTED TO ELIMINATE 
ALL OF THE BLIGHTED 

72,000 STRUCTURES WITHIN 
5 YEARS

Requires approximately 1,200 structures removed per month*

DECONSTRUCTION
A “wet, wet” demo will be used to mitigate lead 
exposure until other options are presented from the 
pilot projects.

*projects currently underway at the DLBA target 400-800 
structures per month

430
ENVIRONMENT
No job creation is needed for environmental 
surveying, assuming the existing 11 firms working 
with the City can deploy 3 full-time employees to 
Detroit, averaging 5 homes per day.  

RECYCLING 
At least 1, preferably 2 recycling centers will be 
operating within the city by the second year.

DEMOLITION
Skim deconstruction method will be used. It will 
take > 5 years to develop a robust deconstruction 
commercial market.  

General Laborer

120

General Laborer

40
Site Supervisors

10
Heavy Equipment Operators

10
MOTOR CITY MAPPING
Data Maintenance+ Analysis

5

Environmental Inspections

13
Abatement

200

General Laborer

25
Project Manager

5
Superintendent

2

OPPORTUNITY FOR DETROITERS

183CHAPTER 6: WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO REMOVE BLIGHT?182 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 



ENVIRONMENTAL
The job creation potential within the 
environmental area is within asbestos 
inspection and abatement. The 
recommended lead abatement work 
should be performed and integrated 
into the demolition contractor duties. 

Experts in providing licensed 
asbestos training estimate that 90% 
of the environmental inspection 
companies are comprised of only 
one owner/employee, and ramp 
up to a typical maximum of five 
people based on volume. They had 
independently been projecting the 
need of 53 inspectors to support 
80,000 demolitions. The training 
firm feels confident that there are 
approximately 40-50 licensed, 
capable asbestos inspectors in 
Detroit that are currently working in 
other, less attractive markets. With 
the commitment and ramp up of 
blight removal work in Detroit, it 
is anticipated that the majority of 
licensed inspectors in the area would 
turn to these projects for work. If 
we assume 40 existing inspectors 
are available, then we would need 
to train an additional 13 to meet 
anticipated volumes. 

Currently there are 3,700 licensed 
asbestos abatement professionals 
in Michigan, of which approximately 
400 reside in the Detroit area. Based 
on the same workforce projection 
exercise noted above, trainers 
anticipate the need for approximately 
600 licensed asbestos abatement 
professionals, which equates to a gap 
of 200 new jobs. 

A MASTER’S CANDIDATE IN GEOLOGY AT 
WAYNE STATE UNIVERSITY, AYOWALE EMANUEL 
AYODELE HAS DONE ALL FIELD MONITORING FOR 
THE PARTIAL DECONSTRUCTION PORTION OF THE 
SPRINGWELLS PROJECT. HERE, HE USES A HIGH 
VOLUME AEROSOL SAMPLER TO COLLECT VERY 
FINE DUST PARTICLES FOR ANALYSIS OF HEAVY 
METALS AND OTHER POLLUTANTS.
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DECONSTRUCTION
One of the many insights that 
were gleaned from the Springwells 
Village pilot project was baseline 
workforce projections related to 
deconstruction. Through discussions 
with several experts associated 
with the deconstruction industry, 
it was determined that the current 
recycling and salvaging market 
could only support approximately 
10% of the structures targeted for 
removal, or 7,000 projects over 
the next five years. This equates 
to 117 deconstruction projects per 
month. The Springwells project 
team comprised of a six-person 
crew (a supervisor and five general 
laborers) which could support 10 
skim deconstruction projects per 
month. Based on that information, 
we anticipate a total workforce 
need of approximately 72 people. 
With approximately 40 in the 
workforce today, that would result in 
approximately 32 new jobs. 

ANTONIO HARRIS (FOREGROUND, RIGHT) 
AND OTHER TEAM MEMBERS FROM RECLAIM 
DETROIT, “DENAILING” BOARDS SO THEY CAN BE 
SALVAGED AND REUSED.

“FINALLY, I HAVE FOUND A JOB THAT PAYS 
A LIVABLE WAGE. NOW I HAVE MY OWN 
APARTMENT AND I’M EXCITED ABOUT MY 
FUTURE.”
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DEMOLITION
Based on the expertise of Detroit 
contractors, demolition crews 
typically consist of between five to 
seven workers. To achieve demolition 
of 1,200 structures per month, 
contractors would need to activate 
approximately 48 demolition crews or 
between 250 to 300 workers. 

There are at least three to four larger 
contractors licensed with the City of 
Detroit that have the financial and 
management resources to ramp up 
to as many as eight crews. Therefore, 
the larger contractors could address 
up to 32 of the needed 48 crews, 
redeploying employees that are 
currently employed and adding 50-60 
new jobs. 

There are currently 19 contractors 
licensed with the City of Detroit. If 
we assume 4 of them represent the 
larger contractors above, that leaves 
15 small to medium size contractors 
to address the remaining 16 crews 
needed to support the monthly 
demolition volume. If we assume 
each contractor has at least one crew, 
the gap is narrowed to one additional 
crew of six is required.

The Task Force is assuming 60 jobs 
can be created through growth of 
demolition contractors. BRIGHTMOOR RESIDENT, TERRANCE GORE, 

HELPED THE DETROIT BLIGHT AUTHORITY CLEAN 
UP A 14-BLOCK AREA IN HIS NEIGHBORHOOD. 
HE HAS NOW BECOME CERTIFIED IN ASBESTOS 
ABATEMENT, EMBARKING ON A NEW CAREER. 

“I HAVE A PASSION FOR THIS WORK.  
I KNOW I’M DOING SOMETHING FOR THE 
COMMUNITY.”
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Pierre Brown, Reclaim Detroit

RECYCLING
Based on conversations with several 
Detroit construction contractors, 
establishing two new strategically 
placed construction and demolition 
recycling centers would result in 
immediate demolition cost savings 
and job creation.  Ideally located 
inside the city limits; one on the 
east side and one on the west 
side, these recycling centers could 
save up to $1,000 per demolition 
project.  Assuming 72,000 structural 
demolition candidates, this could 
result in an overall cost savings of 
up to $72 million.  In addition, the 
same two recycling centers have the 
potential to create 120 direct general 
laborer jobs for Detroiters.  

“THIS IS MY FIRST JOB AND I HAVE LEARNED 
LEADERSHIP SKILLS, HOW TO WORK WITH 
TOOLS, AND A GOOD WORK ETHIC. IT REALLY 
HAS HELPED ME.”
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MOTOR CITY 
MAPPING

In order to keep the Motor City 
Mapping database up to date, all 
380,000 parcels in the City of Detroit 
should be surveyed annually. The 
Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) 
will work directly with Data Driven 
Detroit, and Loveland Technologies 
to the extent necessary, to hire full 
time resources to constantly survey 
Detroit. Additional resources will be 
hired to perform data management 
responsibilities to ensure accuracy 
of data to the DLBA and community 
members.  

AFTER TRAINING TO BE A PARALEGAL, TANYA LAMAR-

MCDONALD RETURNED TO HER HOMETOWN OF DETROIT 

IN 2013. WHEN HER FRIEND MARQUISE WEAVER (ALSO 

PICTURED) SUGGESTED THAT SHE TAKE PART IN MOTOR 

CITY MAPPING WITH HIM, SHE SAID YES. “WE GOT A 

CHANCE TO MEET PEOPLE TAKING CARE OF HOUSES 

THAT WERE EMPTY—PEOPLE WHO’D BEEN MOWING 

LAWNS, SHOVELING SNOW FOR NEIGHBORS TOO, AND 

LOOKING AFTER PLACES FOR 18 YEARS OR MORE,” SHE 

RECALLS. “YOU’D THINK YOU WOULD SEE A LOT OF 

DESPAIR IN NEIGHBORHOODS, BUT YOU DON’T.” 

LAMAR-MCDONALD’S WORK AS A SURVEYOR FOR MCM 

LED TO A PERMANENT JOB ON THE MAYOR’S NUISANCE 

ABATEMENT TEAM AT THE DETROIT LAND BANK 

AUTHORITY.
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Even the swiftest and most 
aggressive fight against today’s 
blight will accomplish very little if 
we don’t address the conditions 
that led to it. Detroit’s collapsing 
structures and vacant lots didn’t just 
“happen.” They are the physical 
result of dire economic and social 
forces that pulled apart the city 
over many decades. Issues such as 
uneven economic opportunity, crime, 
education and spotty public lighting 
contribute to blight and must be 
addressed. 

Although these issues clearly fall 
outside the scope of our report, 
the Task Force feels it is critical to 
address two specific areas that can 
help the city “stay ahead” in its fight 
against blight: property tax reform 
and legislative policy. 

BLIGHT IS THE PHYSICAL 

RESULT OF DIRE 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 

FORCES THAT PULLED 

APART THE CITY OVER 

MANY DECADES.

HOW DO 
WE GET 
AHEAD? ][
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Properties in Detroit are over-
assessed, under served, and 
subject to usurious, state-imposed, 
excessive interest rates when 
owners fall behind on taxes. 
Compounding these property 
taxation issues is the city’s poor 
track record in collecting taxes 
owed. Only 53 percent of city 
property owners paid their 2011 
property taxes. Approximately 
$246.5 million in taxes and fees 
went uncollected for 2011, of 
which $131 million was due to the 
city.

The city has already begun to 
take steps to address its property 
assessment issues. Detroit is about 
to embark on its first citywide 
property reassessment in 30 years. 
It is expected to take two years 
and cost $10 million to complete 
this task. The city is also pursuing 
several initiatives designed to 
improve property tax collection 
rates. We applaud the city’s 
current efforts. We also believe 
more is needed. The city must use 
the data gathered during Motor 
City Mapping to sort through the 
properties that are now vulnerable 
to tax foreclosure, and to do its 
utmost to save homeowners’ ability 
to stay in their homes, while acting 
to protect foreclosed properties 
from speculation and continuing 
neglect.

THE CITY MUST USE THE 

DATA GATHERED IN MOTOR 

CITY MAPPING TO IMPROVE 

HOMEOWNERS’ ABILITY TO STAY 

IN THEIR HOMES.PROPERTY 
TAX 

REFORM][
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Tax Distressed/Delinquent
Subject to Foreclosure
Foreclosed

0

OWED IN OVERDUE TAXES 
& PENALTIES

PROPERTY STATISTICS

6,958 Unsold properties in 2013 
Foreclosure Auction

Subject to Foreclosure76,483
Tax Distressed/Delinquent43,351

Detroit Tax Distressed Properties 2013
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Tax foreclosure in Detroit is a critical 
issue. Since the financial crisis of 
2008, more than 60,000 Detroit 
properties have been foreclosed 
due to non-payment of property 
taxes. These properties are funneled 
into the annual Wayne County Tax 
Foreclosure Auction—a last attempt 
to recover the taxes owed. Each year, 
thousands of distressed properties 
fail to sell at auction, millions of 
dollars in tax revenue are lost, and 
the City of Detroit inherits thousands 
of unsold properties. This grinding 
annual event affects the entire city, 
forcing people from their homes 
and leaving their former neighbors 
behind to face the next storm. 

The confluence of the 2008 financial 
crisis, some of the highest property 
taxes in the country, and Detroit’s 
descent into bankruptcy have 
further eroded payment of taxes. 
At this moment, more than 76,000 
properties across Detroit are subject 
to tax foreclosure because the 
property owners have not paid taxes 
in more than three years. More than 
42,000 are tax distressed and on the 
way to foreclosure, with unpaid taxes 
for at least one year (but not yet 
three years delinquent). Combined, 
these 118,000 properties owe 
more than $500 million in unpaid 
property taxes. These properties are 

in addition to the more than 84,000 
Detroit properties to which various 
public entities already hold title as a 
result of tax foreclosure. 

Without intervention, county tax 
foreclosure will continue to sweep 
across the city until the inventory of 
foreclosable properties is exhausted. 
Speculators will buy cheap property 
and allow it to deteriorate. 
Despairing and frustrated residents 
will continue to walk away from 
their tax-foreclosed homes and from 
Detroit. Unscrupulous landlords will 
evict tenants and scrap their own 
properties. The county and city will 
continue to lose incredible amounts 
of tax revenue. The city will continue 
to inherit liabilities by the thousands.

Following is a brief explanation of the 
tax foreclosure process, its effects 
on the physical and financial state 
of Detroit, and some recommended 
changes that can stem the tide and 
keep Detroiters in their homes.

PROBLEMS WITH DETROIT TAX 
FORECLOSURE NOW



Tax Foreclosed Properties in Detroit 
2003-2013
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HOW IT WORKS.  In Michigan, every 
county is required to hold an annual 
tax foreclosure auction in which 
properties with three years’ worth 
of unpaid taxes are offered up in 
two rounds. As practiced in Wayne 
County, properties are offered in the 
first round of the auction for the total 
amount of back taxes owed, plus any 
interest and penalties. In the second 
round, all penalties and interest are 
wiped clear, and bidding for each 
property starts at $500.

Interest on unpaid taxes accumulates 
at a rate of 18 percent per year 
in order to finance bonds the 
Wayne County Treasurer floats to 
front Detroit’s, and other cities, 
uncollected property taxes, plugging 
gaps in their general funds. The 
auction is the County Treasurer’s final 
recourse to recoup unpaid property 
taxes. Thousands of properties in a 
distressed market are auctioned for 
the total amount of taxes owed, plus 
three years of interest accrual at 18 
percent. 

Each year, the auction fails to collect 
the total amount of back taxes owed. 
In 2013, 18,732 Detroit properties 
went to auction in an attempt to 
collect $214 million in taxes and 
penalties, according to Loveland 
Technologies. The County sold 
9,143 properties for a combined $32 
million, leaving a gap of $182 million 
in uncollected taxes. When the dust 
on last year’s auction settled, 6,703 
unsold properties became wards of 
The City of Detroit, adding to about 
84,000 Detroit properties already 
owned by public entities, nearly 
half from the last ten years of tax 
foreclosure. 

This report greatly simplifies the 
explanation of Michigan’s current 
tax foreclosure system. For a 
more in-depth understanding 
of the State’s complicated 
process and the system’s 
history, see From Revenue to 
Reuse: Managing Tax-Reverted 
Properties in Detroit (Catherine 
Coenan et al., University of 
Michigan’s Taubman College of 
Architecture and Urban Planning, 
April 2011).

38,921 Properties Sold at Auction

39,748 Properties Not Sold at Auction and Transferred to Public 
Ownership

89,799 TOTAL TAX FORECLOSED PROPERTIES IN 
DETROIT 2003-2013

11,130 Properties Not Sold at Auction and Adopted by 
Community

Properties Sold at Auction Properties Not Sold at Auction
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Tax Foreclosed Properties
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WHY IT MATTERS.  Detroit’s current tax foreclosure process leads to profound 
loss, not recovery. Comparing the same collection of 50,000 tax-foreclosed 
properties as documented in the 2009 Detroit Residential Parcel Survey, and 
then again by Motor City Mapping this year, the Task Force found a significant 
decrease in rates of occupied properties, and evidence of widespread 
demolition amongst tax-foreclosed properties. Far from filling a hole in city and 
county coffers, tax foreclosure actually increases the loss by several orders of 
magnitude: lost taxes, lost residents, and lost properties.   

Since the 2008 financial crisis, 70,552 properties in Detroit (18.5 percent of all 
properties) have been tax foreclosed. These properties owed a combined $852 
million in property taxes, of which only $107 million was collected through 
foreclosure auctions. That’s $744 million in lost property taxes and penalties.

NUMBER OF TAX 
FORECLOSURES BY YEAR

2009 (8,015 FORECLOSURES)

2010 (11,592 FORECLOSURES)

2011 (12,185 FORECLOSURES)

2012 (20,028 FORECLOSURES)

2013 (18,732 FORECLOSURES)

PROPERTY TAX LOSSES 2009-2013

$744,759,006 Collection Gap

Taxes Recovered 
via Auction 

$107,379,584

Total Taxes Owed $852,138,590

TOTAL PROPERTIES IN 
FORECLOSURE 2009-2013

‘09 DRPS Findings MCM Findings Change +/- (%)

Occupied 
Structures 34,555 21,865 -12,690 (-37%)
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0

Publicly Owned Properties 
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WHAT IT LEADS TO.  The fate of tax-foreclosed properties when inherited by 
an overextended and resource-depleted city is grim. Motor City Mapping found 
structures in “Poor” or “Suggest Demolition” condition at rates seven times 
higher among these properties than among privately owned properties. 

In addition, Motor City Mapping put a number to what was anecdotally already 
known: Many tax foreclosed properties that go unsold at auction still have 
people living in them. Of the more than 84,000 Detroit properties owned by 
public entities, Motor City Mapping surveyed 5,374 of them as “Occupied.” 
The city of Detroit is a very large and inadvertent landlord. 

84,415 Total number of publicly 
owned properties

57,497 Vacant Lots

Occupied Structures4,681

Vacant 

Total Publicly Owned 
Structures

22,237 26,918

TOTAL PUBLICLY OWNED 
PROPERTIES

40%

31%

18%

11% EXTERNAL CONDITIONS OF 
PUBLICLY OWNED STRUCTURES

Fair

Good

Suggest Demolition

Poor
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RECOMMENDATION 7-1: 
Promote a property tax policy 
that encourages participation. 
Fewer than half of Detroit property 
owners are paying property taxes 
today. The Task Force believes 
it is more valuable right now to 
collect something in property taxes 
from everyone, and encourage 
participation, than to collect more 
from a smaller number of owners and 
allow 18 percent interest to accrue 
on the rest, swelling a collection gap 
that will never close.

DETROIT IS ABOUT 
TO EMBARK ON ITS 
FIRST CITYWIDE 
PROPERTY 
REASSESSMENT IN 
30 YEARS.

RECOMMENDATION 7-2. 
Address the properties at risk of 
foreclosure. Even if property taxes 
are reduced moving forward, there 
are still 118,000 properties citywide 
that are on track for tax foreclosure. 
Detroit cannot afford to put more 
than a quarter of the city on the 
auction block. Collectively, these 
properties carry more than $500 
million in unpaid taxes. There has to 
be a better way. 

The Task Force urges the city to take 
the following steps to stem the tide 
of future foreclosures:

The Task Force urges the city to act 
boldly to level the playing field for 
property assessments over the next 
two years. The city’s tax reform must 
provide clearly stated expectations 
for property owners, and must 
improve payment systems to make 
them far easier to use than the clunky 
on-line interfaces and antiquated 
in-person payment processes that 
exist now. Alongside this effort, 
to prevent history repeating itself, 
state legislation should be passed 
that reduces the 18 percent interest 
rate on unpaid property taxes to 
six percent in distressed Michigan 
communities like Detroit.

“Bundle” vacant lots and vacant 
structures (the properties most 
vulnerable to speculation and zero 
maintenance by predatory, private 
owners if auctioned off). This tool 
is available to the County Treasurer 
to make properties unattractive for 
sale. If one property in a bundle 
is purchased, all of them must be 
purchased.

Once protected from speculators 
at auction, bundled properties can 
be transferred to the Detroit Land 
Bank Authority (DLBA), where better 
disposition strategies can lead 
to removal or sale with “reverter 
clauses” that demand improvement 
and tax payment, or call for a 
return to public ownership if this 
requirement is not met. The DLBA 
should be funded to monitor the 
upkeep of these properties and act 
on “reverter clauses” if the buyer is 
out of compliance.

HOW TO FIX IT
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37,400 Total number of properties 
in foreclosure process

PROPERTIES IN FORECLOSURE 
PROCESS

7,704 Vacant Lots 

Vacant Structures6,391

Occupied Structures23,305

Properties should be differentiated between owner-occupied properties to 
which resources can be directed (such as Step Forward Michigan, which offers 
up to $30,000 in forgivable grants for tax delinquent properties); and rental 
properties, or those on land contract, which warrant a different approach that 
discovers who precisely the land owner is, and then tailors an appropriate 
response.

Property owners who try to skirt delinquent taxes by selling burdened 
properties to unsuspecting buyers must be dealt with. Reverter clauses applied 
to auction properties should require the original purchaser to assume liability 
for any unpaid taxes at the time of transfer.
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Local reform must be supported 
by a robust legislative framework 
at the State level. Michigan’s 
leadership is needed in a number 
of key areas to strike out blight 
at its earliest signs. The city, in 
alliance with other urban centers 
in Michigan, should lead an active 
and sustained effort to strengthen 
State legislation related to blight. 

Michigan has recently enacted 
legislation that can strengthen 
the city’s hand in fighting blight, 
including stiffer state penalties 
and a law that cracks down on the 
illegal market in scrap metal. This 
section examines those current 
legislative initiatives and suggests 
additional directions for focus.

WASHTENAW 
COUNTY

WAYNE
 COUNTY

LIVINGSTON
 COUNTY

OAKLAND
 COUNTY

ST. CLAIR
 COUNTY

NORTHERN 
MICHIGAN

WESTERN 
MICHIGAN

MID-MICHIGAN

SOUTHEAST 
MICHIGAN

UPPER 
PENINSULA

MACOMB
 COUNTY

MONROE 
COUNTY

LEGISLATIVE 
REFORM][



215CHAPTER 7: HOW DO WE GET AHEAD OF FUTURE BLIGHT?214 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 

RECOMMENDATION 7-4. 
Strengthen the new scrap metal 
legislation. Stripping and theft of 
valuable metals and items from 
buildings is one of Detroit’s most 
corrosive contributors to the 
deterioration of properties. Earlier 
this year, Michigan approved a 
much-debated reform to its law on 
scrap metal purchases, taking the 
teeth out of this illegal practice. 
The centerpiece of the law is the 
requirement that scrap metal 
businesses mail payments to the 
sellers of certain frequently stolen 
types of scrap items to a verifiable 
address if the purchases are more 
than $25. This will help create a 
paper trail between scrap sellers and 
purchasers. 

RECOMMENDATION 7-3: Use 
and strengthen existing fines and 
penalties for blight. Until recently, 
Michigan’s treatment of blight 
offenders was among the softest 
in the country. That changed in 
March 2014 with a series of laws 
that empowered local blight courts 
with additional powers to impose 
penalties and punitive action. 

The new legislation enables blight 
courts in Michigan to act against 
property owners that have incurred 
civil fines and costs of $1,000 or 
more, and have not paid within 30 
days. The courts can now impose 
additional penalties, including 
misdemeanors punishable by jail 
time. The legislation also allows cities 
to render blight violators ineligible 
for zoning changes, building permits, 
or certificates of occupancy. The 
courts are permitted to garnish these 
property owners for unpaid fines. 
Last but not least, the new law makes 
it easier for cities to impose liens 
against properties involved in blight 
violation. 

This legislation is an important step, 
but does not go far enough. The 
extra misdemeanors cited above, and 
the zoning and permitting provisions, 
do not apply to buildings taken by 
banks in foreclosure. The number 
of such buildings is significant. A 
blighted property taken by a bank in 
foreclosure is no less of a nuisance 
to the community than any other 
property. The city should push to 
remove this “carve out” for banks.

Although the legislation is an 
important step, the city should 
remain vigilant and continue to push 
forward for two additional reforms:

1. Eliminate the $25 threshold 
entirely. The legislation still 
allows for on-the-spot payments 
via electronic payment cards on 
items under $25. This is an easy 
loophole for thieves to exploit, 
because they can go from scrap 
dealer to scrap dealer getting 
multiple payouts of $25 via 
electronic payment card, which 
are easily convertible to cash. In a 
sense, the legislation encourages 
them to do so. Sellers are still 
going to want instant cash, and 
because of the $25 limit, they 
may actually steal more items to 
get the same amount of cash they 
are currently allowed. The city 
should consider at some point 
renewing its push to eliminate the 
$25 threshold entirely. 

2. Enforcement. A law is ineffective 
without concerted enforcement 
that sends a “zero-tolerance” 
message. The city should be 
diligent in policing to enforce the 
new law.

THE COURTS CAN 
NOW IMPOSE 
ADDITIONAL 
PENALTIES FOR 
BLIGHT OFFENDERS, 
INCLUDING 
MISDEMEANORS 
PUNISHABLE BY JAIL 
TIME.

SCRAP METAL LEGISLATIONFINES AND PENALTIES FOR BLIGHT



217CHAPTER 7: HOW DO WE GET AHEAD OF FUTURE BLIGHT?216 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 

RECOMMENDATION 7-6. Broaden 
and strengthen the applicability 
of fire insurance escrow fund. 
Michigan’s current Fire Insurance 
Withholding Program (also known 
as the Fire Insurance Escrow Fund, 
or simply the Fire Escrow Fund) has 
required insurance companies to 
give municipalities 25 percent of the 
insurance proceeds for each burned-
out house within their boundaries, 
but only up to $6,000. If an owner 
razes a fire-damaged house, the 
owner can access that money. But if 
the owner fails to raze the house, the 
city can access the money to do so. 
The $6,000 cap, however, is rarely 
enough for demolition, so the money 
remains in the account and fire-
damaged structures remain blighted. 
About $20M was sitting in the Fire 
Escrow Fund unused until April 2014, 
when the city began to use those 
funds to supplement the demolition 
of their designated structures. 

The Task Force recommends that the 
State of Michigan take two actions to 
remedy this bottleneck:

1. Reallocate funds. Michigan 
should amend its Fire Escrow 
laws to provide that when an 
eligible structure has been 
demolished but funds deposited 
for it remain in the Fire Escrow 
Fund, the escrow funds should 
be reallocated to a general fire 
demolition fund, to be used to 
demolish other fire-damaged 
structures. 

2. Increase the amount to be 
withheld. Michigan should 
amend the current program to 
increase the amount withheld 
from the insured to $15,000, or 
an amount sufficient to actually 
cover the cost of demolishing a 
residential structure, including 
the costs of environmental 
abatement. If the actual cost 
is below $15,000, then any 
remaining funds should be 
released to the insured only after 
renovation or proper demolition 
of the structure, as well as 
grading and seeding of the lot. 

RECOMMENDATION 7-5. Crack 
down on real estate “buy-backs” 
by speculators. Michigan is currently 
considering SB 0295 to discourage 
real estate speculation and predatory 
purchases of tax-foreclosed property. 
Under current law, a land speculator 
may buy a house at auction for $500 
and never pay taxes on it. Then, 
when the municipality forecloses 
on the property, the speculator 
can simply buy it back for another 
$500, and not have to pay the taxes 
owed. Allowing speculators such 
free rein keeps property vacant and 
contributes to blight in urban areas. 

The proposed law would prevent a 
bidder from bidding on foreclosed 
property if the bidder had unpaid 
fines for violating local blight 
or nuisance ordinances. This 
legislation should be supported, 
with appropriate provisions to close 
loopholes made possible by the 
fact that most property owners own 
their properties in distinct single-
purpose entities over which they 
retain complete control. At the 
same time, the legislation should 
not inadvertently ensnare legitimate 
homeowners who have lost their 
primary residences due to unpaid 
property taxes, and are now trying to 
buy another home as their primary 
residence.

FIRE INSURANCE ESCROW FUND
REPURCHASE OF TAX-FORECLOSED 
PROPERTIES AT AUCTIONS
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RECOMMENDATION 7-7.  Although the city can and should take actions to 
streamline utility disconnects to abandoned properties, as described in Chapter 
6, the State has a potentially supportive role. The Task Force recommends 
that the State, through the Michigan Public Service Commission, allow DTE 
Energy and other regulated utilities to amend their tariffs to include free utility 
disconnects for blight removal. 

RECOMMENDATION 7-8. In addition, Detroit needs stronger anti-dumping 
laws. The dumping of trash and large objects such as cars and boats is 
a major source of blight throughout Detroit. Clearing of such dumped 
materials becomes an exercise in futility if people are allowed to dump 
without repercussion. The laws against dumping need to be reviewed and 
strengthened, and enforcement of such laws must become a priority.

CLEARING OF EXISTING DUMPED 

MATERIALS BECOMES AN EXERCISE IN 

FUTILITY IF PEOPLE ARE ALLOWED TO 

DUMP WITHOUT REPERCUSSION. 

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
STATE LEGISLATION
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The responsibility for blight, and the consequences of its persistence, rest 
ultimately with the City of Detroit. The Mayor’s office, in collaboration with the 
Emergency Manager’s office, must lead within the framework of the settled 
bankruptcy terms to address blight head-on. The centerpiece of this work will 
be the newly enhanced Detroit Land Bank Authority, working in concert with the 
Mayor’s office and Department of Neighborhoods. 

This work will not be easy for the city. Detroit must reinvigorate neighborhoods 
through a combination of tactics that will lead to redevelopment, including the 
swiftest and safest possible removal of tens of thousands of vacant buildings 
and the cleaning and maintenance of every neglected lot in its 139 square 
miles—all while meeting the highest possible standards for environmental 
protection and resident safety; engaging in open, transparent public exchange 
of information; and creating shared economic opportunities among all residents 
of the city. For that reason, it is not only important to identify who within 
the City of Detroit will lead in these activities, but also what public-private 
partnerships are still needed to accomplish this unprecedented task. 

Mayor Duggan took an important step forward earlier this year with the 
creation of the new Jobs and Economy Team (the “JET”) and Department 
of Neighborhoods, the aim of which is to bring many different responsible 
agencies into two teams working together to implement the Mayor’s plan. 
The JET includes the Planning and Development Department (PDD), which is 
currently revising the city’s Master Plan to align with Detroit Future City’s goals. 
This will create the overarching land use strategy to guide the blight removal 
effort. The Department of Neighborhoods includes the Buildings, Safety 
Engineering, and Environmental Department (BSEED) and the Department of 
Administrative Hearings, which has several major roles to play throughout the 
blight removal process. 

The following pages list current and recommended roles to create a 
comprehensive team to implement the blight removal strategy: 
Recommended roles are highlighted.    Existing roles are not highlighted.

THE MAYOR IS IMPLEMENTING 

POLICIES TO REBUILD 

DETROIT’S POPULATION BY 

SAVING EVERY HOME THAT 

CAN BE SAVED AND MOVING 

FAMILIES BACK INTO THEM.

OVERALL 
STRATEGIC 

COORDINATION 
AND DIRECTION[ ]



TAX FORECLOSURE TASK FORCE – ROLES: 

• Identifying strategic solutions to re-invent the tax foreclosure 
process

• Identifying ways to leverage technology solutions to improve 
efficiency and speed up the transition process

• Leveraging Motor City Mapping to identify solutions to address the 
properties currently on their way to tax foreclosure (tax delinquency 
of less than < 3 years)
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Recommended roles are highlighted.  Existing roles are not highlighted.

BLIGHT STRIKE FORCE – ROLES:  

• Coordinating overall blight tactical activities within the City of 
Detroit

BLIGHT STRIKE FORCE – COMPOSITION:  

• Buildings, Safety Engineering and Environmental Department

• City of Detroit, Chief Information Officer

• City of Detroit, Chief Financial Officer

• Department of Administrative Hearings

• Department of Neighborhoods Director – Lead

• Detroit Building Authority (construction & demolition)

• Detroit Land Bank Authority 

• Detroit Law Department

• Detroit Police Department

• Detroit Public Works

• Planning and Development Department

TAX FORECLOSURE TASK FORCE – COMPOSITION:

• Wayne County Treasurer – (lead)
• City of Detroit Chief Information Officer
• City of Detroit Chief Information Officer
• Jobs & Economy Team Director
• Loveland Technologies 
• Blight Task Force (Representation from Rock Ventures and Skillman 

Foundation)

TAX FORECLOSURE TASK FORCE – ROLES: 

• Identifying strategic solutions to re-invent the tax foreclosure 
process

• Identifying ways to leverage technology solutions to improve 
efficiency and speed up the transition process

• Leveraging Motor City Mapping to identify solutions to address the 
properties currently on their way to tax foreclosure (tax delinquency 
of less than < 3 years)

TAX 
FORECLOSURE 
TASK FORCE[ ]BLIGHT 

STRIKE 
FORCE
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Recommended roles are highlighted.

Existing roles are not highlighted.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT – ROLES AND COMPOSITION: 

• Department of Neighborhoods is the overall lead

• Within the Department of Neighborhoods, the District Managers 
serve as the field liaisons to community groups, the Planning and 
Development Department, Detroit Land Bank Authority, Detroit 
Future City and City Council 

• The Detroit Land Bank Authority fulfills several roles:

 - Providing an interactive, parcel-level technology tool to automate 
the conversation with community groups and citizens

 - Providing blight technology and process training to the District 
Managers

 - Providing materials and information to support the regular 
community meetings

 - Maintaining website as a single point of information regarding 
blight removal to the public

TECHNOLOGY IMPLEMENTATION – ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

• Detroit Land Bank Authority will lead the development of the Motor 
City Mapping technology, in coordination with the City of Detroit’s 
Chief Information Officer

• Data Driven Detroit will create the data management solution
• Loveland Technology will create the technology dashboard and 

community interface tools

TECHNOLOGY 
IMPLEMENTATION

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 
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Recommended roles are highlighted.

Existing roles are not highlighted.

GEOGRAPHIC 
PRIORITIZATION + BLIGHT 
REMOVAL – ROLES AND 
COMPOSITION:  

• Detroit Land Bank Authority 
should:

 - Lead the geographic 
prioritization effort 
in coordination with 
the Department of 
Neighborhoods, Planning 
and Development 
Department, and 
Detroit Future City’s 
implementation office.

 - Carry out parcel triage 
& specific intervention 
determination (SATT)

 - Contract with the Detroit 
Building Association to 
issue RFPs and award 
and oversee contracts for 
structure demolition and 
vacant lot clearing

 - Integrate neighborhood 
coordination and 
communication

LEGAL AUTHORITY + TITLE – ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

• Department of Neighborhoods, through the Department of 
Administrative Hearings will hold public hearings

• Department of Recreation & Department of Public Works has 
legal authority to clear overgrown lots and to approve removal of 
dangerous trees, weeds, dangerous brush, noxious weeks, and 
other plant growth

• Department of Neighborhoods, specifically Buildings, Safety 
Engineering, and Environmental Department, has legal authority for 
demolition judgment liens and foreclosure 

• Detroit Land Bank Authority should have legal authority to lead the 
expedited demolition judgment lien foreclosure process 

• Detroit Land Bank Authority has legal authority to lead the nuisance 
abatement program

POLICY + ORDINANCE 
MODIFICATIONS – ROLES 
AND COMPOSITION:  

• Detroit Land Bank Authority 
– Overall Lead, and also has 
these specific roles:

 - Identify and propose all 
code, ordinance, and 
policy modifications 
necessary to implement 
the blight removal 
strategy 

 - Lead policy and law 
modifications

• Buildings Safety 
Engineering, and 
Environmental Department 
will lead the city ordinance 
modifications

• Mayor’s Office and City 
Council will have overall 
approval of proposed 
changes

GEOGRAPHIC 
PRIORITIZATION 

+ BLIGHT 
REMOVAL

LEGAL 
AUTHORITY 

+ TITLE

POLICY + 
ORDINANCE 

MODIFI-
CATIONS
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Recommended roles are highlighted.

Existing roles are not highlighted.

REHABILITATION – 
ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

The Planning and Development 
Department and the 
Department of Neighborhoods 
will lead the rehabilitation 
efforts in coordination with the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority.

FUNDING – 
ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

• Various city departments 
and private-sector 
partners will be identified 
to lead specific funding 
assignments

• Members of the Blight Task 
Force will continue to work 
with the city to identify and 
obtain funding

• The Emergency Manager 
will continue to lead the 
city’s bankruptcy process 
and any blight related 
funding

PROPERTY DISPOSITION – 
ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

Detroit Land Bank Authority 
will lead on property 
disposition procedures

JOB TRAINING + ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT – 
ROLES AND COMPOSITION:  

The City of Detroit Jobs and 
Economy team will lead with 
assistance from the Detroit 
Economic Growth Corporation. 
Priority should be given to:

• Launching job training 
programs 

• Evaluating & selecting a 
Detroit based recycling 
center(s)

• Leading the prioritization 
process for the large-
scale, commercial blight 
eradication process

REHAB-
ILITATION FUNDING PROPERTY 

DISPOSITION

JOB TRAINING 
+ ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
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CREATING CAPACITY 

WORKFORCE 
TRAINING

$2.3
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections              
$2,300,000

$27.6
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:               
$27,590,000

ADMINISTRATIVE, 
LEGAL & TECH-

SUPPORT

$6
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:               
$6,000,000

RECYCLING/SORTING 
FACILITIES

TOTAL COST 
ESTIMATE 
(CREATING 
CAPACITY)

$36
MILLION

Cost Estimate 
Projections:               
$37,057,950  

TOTAL COST 
ESTIMATE 

(STRUCTURAL 
BLIGHT)

$677-
800

MILLION

Cost Estimate 
Projections:               

Lowest: $676,540,000
Highest: $800,292,000      

RESIDENTIAL

$629-743
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:           
Lowest:   $629,202,709             
Highest:  $742,758,975

REMOVAL OF STRUCTURAL BLIGHT 

COMMERCIAL

$47-58
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:               
Lowest:   $47,336,105                
Highest:  $57,533,175

DEBRIS REMOVAL

$5.5
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:               
$5,520,000

LOT MAINTENANCE

$4.2
MILLION

Cost Estimate Projections:               
$4,180,000

REMOVAL OF NONSTRUCTURAL BLIGHT

TOTAL COST 
ESTIMATE 

(NONSTRUCTURAL 
BLIGHT)

$9.7
MILLION

Cost Estimate 
Projections:               
$9,700,000  

PROJECTED COST FOR ALL 
NEIGHBORHOOD BLIGHT 
REMOVAL$850M

Detroit will need as much as $850 
million just to address neighborhood 
blight* in the next few years. 
Addressing the larger-scale 
commercial sites across the city could 
add an additional $500 million to  $1 
billion because of their much larger 
size and their potential for greater 
environmental issues. 

Of the approximately $850 million 
needed to address neighborhood 
blight*, the greatest proportion 
by far—and the greatest source of 
variability in the bottom line—is the 
removal of blighted structures. The 
cost of removing blighted structures 
accounts for nearly 94 percent of the 
total. The uncertainties related to the 
cost of asbestos and lead abatement 
in these structures is the largest 
variable in the final calculations. 

The costs of clearing and maintaining 
vacant lots, and of developing critical 
capacity to do this work, are modest 
by comparison, but significant 
nonetheless. Although these two 
categories together only represent 
five percent of the overall need, their 
combined total comes to nearly $50 
million. 

In order to project the necessary 
costs, the Task Force studied prior 
demolition work in Detroit, as 
well as in other cities. The team 
reviewed national efforts in recycling, 
deconstruction, clearing and care 
of vacant lots, and community 
collaboration. We developed some 
key assumptions to help us examine 
the factors that influence costs, such 
as the level of asbestos in a structure 
or the frequency of dumping on a 
property.

HOW DO 
WE FUND 

THIS 
MISSION?[ ]

*Neighborhood blight includes all residential structures, commercial structures smaller than 
25,000 square foot lots, and clearing and   vacant lots.
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The Task Force used the following assumptions to calculate the total cost of 
eliminating structural blight elimination:

• 80 to 90 percent of the properties with blight indicators marked for 
“further analysis” in the 2014 Motor City Mapping survey will likely 
require demolition.

• Demolition of residential structures with one to four units (single-family) 
was projected to range from $8,600 to $10,500. 

• The average demolition cost for structures assumes that cost savings 
detailed in Chapter 6 will be realized over a period of one year. Without 
them, the cost for demolition will increase by 17 percent, raising the 
total cost for structure removal by $100 million. 

• The Task Force assumed that “skim” deconstruction will be used on 
approximately 10 percent of residential properties to divert salvageable 
materials from landfills and to preserve some of the physical assets 
of buildings that must be demolished. Skim deconstruction takes 
between one to three days and focuses on quickly harvesting the 
most salvageable and currently saleable material. The additional 
labor on a property will increase demolition costs by 12.5 percent but 
will also create jobs, skills, and new careers for residents of Detroit. 
The deconstruction firms, several of which are Detroit nonprofits 
already doing this work, will ultimately reinvest the monetary value 
of the salvaged material into expansion of their markets, training and 
employment, and improvements to their processes. 

• Given the impact of blighted commercial structures on the immediately 
adjacent residential areas, neighborhood-level commercial demolition 
was factored into the overall costs. Commercial sites with a lot size 
of under 25,000 square feet were assumed to be neighborhood-level 
commercial properties. Cost for demolition will vary considerably, 
depending on the size and building material of the structure. For that 
reason, the Task Force estimated that commercial demolition could cost 
50 percent more per structure than the standard residential properties 
(one to four units). 

• Blighted residential structures with more than four units (multi-family) 
cost more to remove than smaller residential structures, given the size 
of the structure and volume of material. The cost of removing these will 
vary considerably. As with neighborhood commercial structures, the Task 
Force estimated that larger residential structures could cost 50 percent 
more to remove than smaller residential (one to four unit) structures.

• Industrial and large commercial blighted structures were not factored 
into the total neighborhood demolition costs. The removal costs and 
potential for deconstruction and salvage of these structures call for a 
separate analysis, given the profound level of variability among these 
types of structures. Generally speaking, demolition costs for these larger 
structures will range from $1 million to tens of millions per structure. The 
total funding need for these structures could range $500 million to $1 
billion or more.

• To reduce interim maintenance costs following structure removal, slow-
growth grass seeding will be used in low-vacancy areas and lowest-
maintenance seeding will be used in moderate- and high-vacancy areas 
(e.g., clover). These costs range widely, depending on the type of seed 
and the method of installation. The Task Force assumed a general rate 
of 6 percent of demotion costs. Although we assumed that cost to be 
fixed and not likely to fluctuate even if the overall cost of demolition 
increases, it can be offset with the involvement of nonprofits, volunteers, 
and donations. 

• The budgeted costs do not include the cost of boarding properties 
prior to demolition. The amount of boarding will be diminished through 
expedited demolition. Despite this, there will be some costs associated 
with securing properties, which should be covered through coordinated 
volunteer and donation programs.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
STRUCTURAL BLIGHT
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The Task Force used the following assumptions to calculate the total cost of 
clearing and maintaining vacant lots:

• Debris removal is estimated to cost $900 per lot.

• Cost to mow vacant lots is estimated at $50 per acre for each mowing.

• Given the expansive inventory of city-owned lots, mowing all of them 
every other week is not financially feasible. The Task Force assumes that 
lots in low-vacancy areas will be mowed three times per year, and those 
in moderate- and high-vacancy areas will be mowed once per year. The 
budget reflects the cost for mowing for five years on existing lots and 
three years on post-demolition lots. Community-based organizations, 
corporate donations, and volunteers are anticipated to offset some if not 
all of the vacant lot maintenance, as described in Chapter 6.

The Task Force estimates a 
need of approximately $35-40 
million to create the capacity 
needed to address all of Detroit’s 
neighborhood blight. Capacity 
includes job training, the addition 
of two recycling centers, and 
the administrative, legal, and 
technological resources required 
to implement the entire strategy in 
five years. 

The rapid increase in the volume 
of demolition and deconstruction 
activity will require a large pool of 
trained workers. 

The Task Force used the following 
assumptions to calculate the total 
cost of creating the workforce 
capacity and facilities to support 
blight elimination:

• The increase in the volume of 
demolition and deconstruction 
activity over 5 years will call 
on Detroiters to have new 
skills and connect with new job 
opportunities. The Task Force 
assumes an investment of $2.3 
million in workforce training for 
430 people.

• To reduce demolition costs and 
the amount of debris entering 
landfills, contractors need access 
to local recycling and sorting 
facilities. The cost for two 
projected recycling facilities, 
as described in Chapter 6, was 
estimated at $3 million each. 

• The City of Detroit will need 
an infusion of administrative, 
legal, and technological support 
to carry out its efforts. These 
costs are assumed to be four 
percent of the total current 
estimate for the blight removal 
work, excluding the cost for the 
recycling facilities. These costs 
are not assumed to increase 
even if the per-structure cost for 
demolition increases. 

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
NON-STRUCTURAL BLIGHT

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
CREATING CAPACITY
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The $440 million in Reinvestment 
funds listed in the Plan of Adjustment 
for the City of Detroit includes $52.3 
million of Hardest Hit Funds (HHF) 
and $20 million of Fire Escrow funds, 
already approved and allocated to 
blight removal. The additional $368 
million toward blight elimination 
is pending approval by the U.S. 
Bankruptcy court. If approved, the 
$368 million represents an allocation 
of the city’s proposed $1.4 billion 
post-bankruptcy restructuring and 
reinvestment funding that would 
be reserved for blight elimination 
work. However, that allocation is not 
guaranteed. It is contingent upon the 
realization of projected future cost 
savings and revenue for the city. If 
future revenue or costs savings are 
not realized at the projected levels 
each year, the $368 million in blight 
elimination funding has the potential 
to shrink significantly. 

In addition to HHF and Fire Escrow 
funds, the city has currently 
allocated $8 million of Community 
Development Block Grants (CDBG) 
and $7.3 million of Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program grants (NSP) 
toward blight removal. The city is 
still working through the process of 
identifying the final CDBG allocation 
for demo and is looking for ways to 
increase the amount dedicated to 
address blight elimination. In total, 
today, the city has approximately 
$87.6 million immediately available 
toward the blight removal effort. 

Resources for addressing blight are 
seldom completely unrestricted. 
Most funding can be applied only 
to certain aspects of the problem. 
Some is restricted by area, based on 
geographic or income limits. Other 
funds are restricted to certain types of 
property, either by structure or even 
specific address. For example, the 
most immediately available funding 
is the $52.3 million from the Hardest-
Hit Funds, awarded to Detroit by 
the State of Michigan in fall 2013. 
The Detroit Land Bank Authority 
is responsible for these funds, 
which may only be used to remove 
persistently vacant single-family 
houses and are intended to stabilize 
neighborhood markets and prevent 
foreclosure. 

Another example is the $20 million 
of Fire Escrow funding. In addition 
to the current $6,000 cap per 
structure, these funds are restricted 
to fire-damaged buildings. Although 
there are plenty of such structures 
in Detroit, some Escrow-eligible 
structures can be demolished using 
other funds. Restrictions in the 
current Fire Escrow program prevent 
these funds from being “flexed” and 
applied or combined to demolish 
other fire-damaged structures. As 
discussed in Chapter 7, the Task Force 
is recommending legislative changes 
to expand the use of these funds to 
better match the cost and current 
blight conditions. 
While the Neighborhood Stabilization 
Program II funding has been spent, 
Detroit Land Bank Authority has 
access to $4.3 million in NSP II 
program income, and the city has an 
additional $3 million in NSP funds 
that it is continuing to expend. This 
funding is more flexible for a range of 
activities: residential and commercial 
demolition; developing financing 
mechanisms; and to purchase, 
rehabilitate, and redevelop residential 
structures. 

WHAT DO WE HAVE 
RIGHT NOW?
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THE FUNDING SHORTFALL. With 
every source of funding accounted 
for, Detroit still faces a shortfall 
of approximately $400 million in 
the coming years, just to address 
neighborhood blight.* Adding in the 
large-scale commercial and industrial 
projects increases the gap to as much 
as $1 billion. This shortfall is not an 
obstacle to immediate progress, but 
it is an important factor in the ability 
to increase momentum and impact 
across the city. It will be important to 
have unified, community-wide efforts 
in place to continue to seek and 
deploy additional funding.

DETROIT 

STILL 

NEEDS TO 

SECURE

TO ADDRESS 

NEIGHBORHOOD 

BLIGHT.*

As with NSP II funding, CDBG has 
income restrictions that affect where 
resources can be applied in Detroit. 
Within these program restrictions, the 
city has some latitude in allocating 
annual funds to specific uses. 
The Reinvestment funds within 
the Plan of Adjustment are free 
from geographic and income-level 
restrictions, though at present the 
funding is limited to residential 
demolition. Although the use of 
the funds is less restricted than 
other funding, the disbursement 
method of the funds represents a 
unique constraint for this funding 
source. At present, the funding level 
and disbursement will be set on a 
quarterly basis, distributed over a 
period of five years, contingent on 
the city realizing projected revenue. If 
the level of projected revenue is not 
met, the quarterly allocation will be 
reduced. Since the level of funding 
has the potential to fluctuate, this 
funding source will be difficult to 
rely upon for large-scale and longer-
term investments. In order to save 
on demolition costs, as proposed 
throughout this report, the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority must be able 
to establish a stable and predictable 
flow of work. This will encourage 
additional Detroit contractors to 
establish demolition divisions, allow 
for appropriate workforce training to 
staff those contractors, and support 

THE DETROIT LAND BANK AUTHORITY
HAS IMMEDIATE ACCESS TO $87.6 MILLION FOR BLIGHT REMOVAL & UP TO 
$368 MILLION OVER THE NEXT FIVE YEARS. 

investment in recycling centers and 
deconstruction markets, since they 
will all be assured that the work will 
be there to support them. This will 
not be possible without a stable 
and predictable base of funding for 
demolition operations, with at least 
an annual budget cycle on which all of 
these parties can rely. Since the Plan 
of Adjustment contemplates providing 
significant funds for demolition 
activities, the Blight Removal Task 
Force recommends that the Plan 
provide for an annual budget approval 
process for the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority’s demolition funding. 
A major corporate commitment is 
anticipated as early as June 2014, 
to be dedicated toward the second 
phase of Motor City Mapping. If 
awarded, these funds will be made 
available by June 2014. 

$88M $368M
IMMEDIATE 

ACCESS
NEXT FIVE 

YEARS
+

$456M
FUNDED BLIGHT 

REMOVAL
=

*Assuming 72,000 blighted structures need 
removal and 6,000 vacant lots need clearing 
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RECOMMENDATION 9-1. The City 
of Detroit should allocate at least 
$8 million of CDBG funds annually 
to the Detroit Land Bank Authority 
(DLBA)for use on demolition 
activity.

RECOMMENDATION 9-2. 
Maximize the impact of the Plan 
of Adjustment blight-focused 
Reinvestment Funds by deploying 
them in ways that increase the 
potential for future revenue, and 
by expanding their range of uses, 
including elimination of blight 
for commercial structures, vacant 
lot clearing, and rehabilitation in 
neighborhoods. 

The contingencies associated with 
blight funding from the Plan of 
Adjustment further reinforce the 
need to prioritize blight removal in 
geographic areas where there is an 
opportunity to improve reinvestment 
and stabilization of the neighborhood 
(see chapter 4 for more information 
about the Maximizing Community 
Impact tool). This methodology 
directly prioritizes the preservation, 
and potential increase, of the tax 
base in these neighborhoods to 
better position the city to allocate the 
maximum level of funding. 

In order to fully transform Detroit’s 
neighborhoods, these funds must be 
used in a way that offers a full range 
of interventions, not just residential 
demolition. Neighborhood-level 
commercial structures in dangerous 
condition have a significant impact 
on a neighborhood’s viability for 
economic recovery, neighborhood 
stabilization, and quality of life for 
its residents. Structures that can be 
saved and reoccupied must also have 
solutions to address the deferred 
maintenance and rehabilitation 
needs. Private-sector funding for 
rehabilitation cannot sufficiently 
address this need, and is often 
inaccessible due to the low value of 
properties. The Plan of Adjustment 
Reinvestment Funds offer a rare 
opportunity to reduce the barriers 
to financing rehabilitation and to 
significantly open up private-sector 
financing. Rehabilitation assistance 
could be structured in a number of 
different ways, such as a loan loss 
reserve, forgivable loans, or low-
interest loans. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-3. The 
DLBA should require a $15,000 
cash payment per structure 
from banks that transfer title 
of properties for the necessary 
intervention required to 
rehabilitate or remove the 
structure. Further, if an individual 
owner has stopped making mortgage 
payments and has abandoned a 
property, the city should work with 
partners like banks and the National 
Community Stabilization Trust to 
expedite the transition of that 
property, accompanied by $15,000 in 
funding, to the DLBA. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-4. The city 
and DLBA should advocate for 
more flexible Fire Escrow funding. 
Recommended changes to existing 
legislation are discussed in Chapter 7. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-5. 
The DLBA should advocate for the 
allocation of additional HHF funds 
to Detroit, after demonstrating 
success in deploying current Hardest 
Hit Funds. In addition to State of 
Michigan requests, our congressional 
delegation should propose that 

Detroit be able to apply for any 
unused program dollars, not already 
assigned to Michigan. Beyond 
additional funding, HHF-eligible uses 
should also be expanded to allow the 
city to address the full spectrum of 
blighting influences that continue to 
destabilize neighborhood markets, 
specifically nonstructural and 
commercial blight. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-6. 
The Michigan Economic 
Development Corporation, in 
partnership with the Michigan 
Department of Environmental 
Quality should contribute the $6 
million needed to attract and build 
the two recycling facilities in the 
City of Detroit. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-7. 
Incorporate the funding for Phase 
III of Motor City Mapping into the 
City of Detroit’s Chief Information 
Officer’s new information 
technology strategy and transition 
plan. As such, this strategy should 
include funding for the $2.5 million 
needed to build the citywide, 
comprehensive parcel management 
dashboard and database. 

BLIGHT FUNDING 
RECOMMENDATIONS
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THE CITY SHOULD PURSUE 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH THE MANY 
COMPANIES AND FIRMS IN THE 
VARIOUS EMPLOYMENT DISTRICTS 
THROUGHOUT DETROIT, TO ENGAGE 
THEIR SUPPORT THROUGH CASH, 
IN-KIND CONTRIBUTIONS, AND 
EMPLOYEE VOLUNTEERS
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RECOMMENDATION 9-8. The city 
should strengthen the enforcement 
of the Vacant Property Registration 
Ordinance, particularly targeting 
absentee owners. Not only does 
the city need stronger enforcement 
to assist in dealing with the blight 
pipeline, any revenues resulting from 
this effort can immediately be used 
to support operational needs. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-9. The 
challenge of capacity building 
presents an important opportunity 
for partners of all kinds to step 
up to the plate and support 
Detroit’s renewal. Private donors, 
in-kind contributions, and especially 
bank and corporate foundations 
engaged in workforce development 
opportunities should identify and 
support their part of the ramp-up 
effort. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-10. The city 
should aggressively pursue possible 
funding, resources and partnership 
opportunities with the Department 
of Homeland Security (including 
Federal Emergency Management 
Agency), U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, and other 
federal agencies, as well as Michigan 
Department of Environmental 
Quality, and the Southeast Michigan 
Council of Governments and Detroit 
Water and Sewerage Department, to 
remove blight and create sustainable 
green infrastructure. 

With the scale of structure removal 
needed, the city will significantly 
increase the amount of permeable 
surface in the city. This will allow for 
more natural stormwater infiltration 
and will reduce some burden on the 
city storm sewers, with the added 
benefit of increasing the amount of 
open and green space. Additionally, 
with the elimination of structures in 
areas with repetitive flooding, the 
city is reducing the risk of future 
flood damage and claims. All of these 
factors open up the potential for 
new, creative sources of funding for 
demolition and site treatment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-11. A central fund should be established to receive 
both corporate and private monetary donations to support blight removal 
work. This fund could use incentives like philanthropic or public matching to 
generate additional funding and should be well coordinated with nonprofit blight 
elimination work.

RECOMMENDATION 9-12. Nonprofit organizations should continue to 
play a vital role in bringing resources and manpower to the removal of 
neighborhood blight, including clearing and maintaining vacant lots, and 
securing open properties. These organizations can more easily leverage private 
and philanthropic donations and volunteer resources for these activities. 
The corporate sector should be tapped to provide funding, donations, and 
volunteers to address blight affecting the communities in which they operate. 
Businesses throughout Detroit already have existing traditions of supporting their 
neighborhoods, or would be very motivated new supporters in the fight against 
blight. In addition to working with large employers headquartered in the city’s 
core, who may support blight elimination or capacity-building efforts through 
their philanthropy, the city should pursue partnerships with the many companies 
and firms in the various employment districts throughout Detroit, to engage their 
support through cash, in-kind contributions, and employee volunteers. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-13. The city should identify strategic blight 
elimination opportunities that will result in future revenue sources, for 
example through increased property tax revenue, which could be leveraged to 
mobilize local bond financing. 

Although significant funding is currently dedicated or budgeted to support blight 
elimination, many of these sources are available only on a reimbursement basis. If 
the entity does not have cash on hand or an accessible line of credit, payment to 
contractors is delayed which impedes the pace of demolition activity. Additionally, 
many sources are not immediately available, as they are allocated over a period 
of time. In order to achieve the aggressive timeline outlined in this report, funding 
must become available immediately. 
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Bank financing--and municipal bonds, as Detroit’s economy recovers—can play 
a role in blight removal and subsequent redevelopment efforts. 

The DLBA is a source of local bonds that should be explored. Beyond local 
bonds, the city could advocate for the County or State to float a bond to cover 
portions of blight elimination. Bonds at the County or State-level could cover 
additional jurisdictions and allow for more cross collateralization, thereby 
reducing the risk in repayment.

RECOMMENDATION 9-14. The city should bolster and coordinate with a 
CDFI investment in neighborhood-based redevelopment. Creation of a Real 
Estate Investment Trust for strategic blight elimination and rehabilitation should 
also be explored as an opportunity to bring additional capital to neighborhood-
based redevelopment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-15. In addition to receiving donated property and 
associated demolition funding, the city should appeal to banks to use their 
Community Reinvestment Act funding to support blight elimination work, 
particularly for projects that also have an investment component as with 
rehabilitation or redevelopment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-16. Creative investment strategies should also be 
explored particularly to support residential rehabilitation and development. 
Structure removal alone will not be enough to fully transform Detroit’s 
neighborhoods. There must be a concentrated reinvestment in Detroit’s 
neighborhoods, which will allow for the rebuilding of value. Access to traditional 
financing sources is seriously constrained. As previously mentioned, public and 
philanthropic sources of funding should be used to open up and or supplement 
private financing through loan loss reserves and forgivable or low-interest loans. 

THERE MUST BE A CONCENTRATED 
REINVESTMENT IN DETROIT’S 
NEIGHBORHOODS WHICH WILL ALLOW 
FOR THE REBUILDING OF VALUE. 

251250 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] CHAPTER 9: HOW DO WE FUND THIS MISSION?



 

 

  

HOW 

DOES THIS 

REINFORCE 

THE CITY’S 

VISION?

CHAPTER 10



HOW THE BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATIONS 
SUPPORT DETROIT FUTURE CITY & THE MAYOR’S 10-POINT PLAN 

The following pages illustrate how the Detroit Blight Removal Task Force’s 
recommendations support key recommendations from Detroit Future City and 
the Mayor’s Every Neighborhood Has a Future plan. 

A full listing of the 10 points from the Mayor’s Every Neighborhood Has a 
Future plan is below:  

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE 10-POINT PLAN

Point 1: Establish a single Department of Neighborhoods (DON).

Point 2: Base the DON in 7 Neighborhood District Offices to create true 
partnerships with Neighborhood Groups/Block Clubs.

Point 3: Seize Abandoned Houses/Drug Houses through nuisance 
abatement program Mike Duggan started as Prosecutor. 

Point 4: Create positive incentives to move families from sparsely 
populated areas into stronger neighborhoods.

Point 5: Rebuild neighboring business districts, beginning by seizing 
abandoned storefronts and moving in entrepreneurs.

Point 6: Streamline demolition process and strategically target 
neighborhoods 

Point 7: Crack down on illegal scrappers and their scrap yards.

Point 8: Create much tougher code enforcement. 

Point 9: Require banks to participate in neighborhood redevelopment.

Point 10: Reform Detroit Land Bank so we can re-use vacant land.

ELIMINATING BLIGHT 
IN DETROIT WILL BE 

AN ENORMOUS LIFT. 
LUCKILY, OUR CITY 

IS KNOWN FOR 
INVENTIVENESS, 

GRIT, AND 
RESILIENCY AGAINST 

ALL ODDS.

POINT FOR 
POINT 

COMPARISON[ ]
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DETROIT FUTURE CITY

Civic Engagement
“Extend the capacity for civic engagement by building on four key 
components of long-term civic capacity: city government, philanthropy, 
Detroit institutions (including business and nonprofit sectors), and Detroit 
residents.”

“Develop and share knowledge and information inclusively, continually, 
with transparency, and demonstrating that the input has value and is being 
used.”

“Engage people with a mosaic of tactics that have varied and broad 
appeal and possibilities, and that are woven together to have combined 
effectiveness.”

“Extend the capacity for civic engagement by building on four key 
components of long-term civic capacity: city government, philanthropy, 
Detroit institutions (including business and nonprofit sectors), and Detroit 
residents.”

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

City Systems
“Actively manage change, by continuing discussions that have already 
begun for removing regulatory barriers to interagency cooperation at the 
city and regional levels, as well as establishing an interagency platform for 
coordinated decision making about city services.”

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE

Supports Point 1: Establish a single Department of Neighborhoods (DON)

Supports Point 2: Base the DON in 7 Neighborhood District Manger Offices 
to create true partnerships with Neighborhood Groups/Block Clubs

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE 

Supports Point 2: (Base the DON in 7 Neighborhood District Manager 
Offices to create true partnerships) by providing a shared knowledge base.
Supports insight to realize Point 3: Seize Abandoned Houses/Drug Houses 
through nuisance abatement program Mike Duggan started as Prosecutor. 
Supports information basis for Point 6: Streamline demolition process and 
strategically target neighborhoods 
Helps pinpoint priority parcels for Point 8: Create much tougher code 
enforcement. 

Two points of contact for 
community engagement: 
• An ongoing, open information 

portal enabled by technology, 
available at all times to all 
residents.

• Neighborhood-based point 
of contact through the 
Neighborhood District Manager 
Offices.

• 84,641 out of 377,602 
properties in Detroit need 
intervention.

• Most of these by far are 
residential: 73,035.

• The MCM team has identified 
about 40,077 structures that 
meet the Task Force definition 
of blight and should be 
removed.

WHAT DO 
WE KNOW?[ ]WHAT IS THE 

CONTEXT 
FOR OUR 
WORK?[ ]
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MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE 

Recommends specific legal and procedural changes to support the Mayor’s 
code enforcement and nuisance abatement efforts, including Point 3: Seize 
Abandoned Houses/Drug Houses through nuisance abatement program.
Recommends specific legal and procedural changes to support Point 6: 
Streamline demolition process and strategically target neighborhoods. 
Recommends specific legal and procedural changes to support the Point 8: 
Create much tougher code enforcement. 
The SATT is an entirely new diagnostic tool that will support the Mayor’s 
entire 10-point Neighborhood Plan because it will assure a first-ever 
ability to make consistent yet fine-grained decisions by parcel.

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

City Systems

“Actively manage change, by continuing discussions that have already 
begun for removing regulatory barriers to interagency cooperation at the 
city and regional levels, as well as establishing an interagency platform for 
coordinated decision making about city services.”

The SATT tool offers two formal points for Community Engagement to 
shape and refine decisions at the beginning and near the end of SATT 
analysis, through presentations at community meetings:

“Develop and share knowledge and information inclusively, continually, 
with transparency, and demonstrating that the input has value and is being 
used.”

“Engage people with a mosaic of tactics that have varied and broad 
appeal and possibilities, and that are woven together to have combined 
effectiveness.”

• Legal tools to streamline blight 
removal and support Mayor’s 
code enforcement and nuisance 
abatement efforts.

• Strategic Assessment 
Triage Tool (SATT) to rapidly 
and consistently evaluate 
intervention options for each 
property.

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE

Provides geographic analysis to support the Mayor’s entire code 
enforcement and nuisance abatement efforts, including Point 3: Seize 
Abandoned Houses/Drug Houses through nuisance abatement program.

Provides geographic analysis to aid in decisions about how to enact Point 6: 
Streamline demolition process and strategically target neighborhoods. 

Shows how priority areas for investment will dovetail with and benefit from 
Mayor’s efforts on Point 8: Create much tougher code enforcement. 

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

Land Use 
“Alliance with Framework Zones that guide citywide and investment 
decisions in terms of the best ways to make positive change in areas with a 
range of physical and market characteristics.”

Neighborhoods
“Address quality-of-life issues for all Detroiters with a set of citywide 
strategies that work in all Detroit neighborhoods.”

Economic Growth
“Transform the city’s land into an economic asset.”

Land Assets  
“Use vacant public land and structures in neighborhoods to stabilize them.”

“Link public facility and other decisions to larger strategies.”

The goals of Maximizing 
Community Impact (MCI) are to:
• Improve quality of life for the 

greatest number of people in 
the city, and 

• Improve opportunities for 
reinvestment in Detroit’s 
neighborhoods.

HOW DO 
WE DECIDE 
WHAT TO 

DO?[ ]WHERE DO 
WE GO 
FIRST?[ ]
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MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE

Supports progress on Point 6: Streamline demolition process and 
strategically target neighborhoods. 

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

Economic Growth 
“Support the Four Key Economic Pillars [including] industrial  “Encourage 
local entrepreneurship and minority-owned business.”

“Improve education and skills development.”

“Transform the city’s land into an economic asset.”

Neighborhoods
“Address quality of life issues for all Detroiters with a set of citywide 
strategies that work in all Detroit neighborhoods.”

City Systems
“Create innovative landscapes (blue and green infrastructure) that actively 
clean the air and water to provide better environmental quality and public 
health for Detroit.”

Land Assets 
“Transform largely vacant areas through blue and green infrastructure.”

“Make landscape interventions central to Detroit’s survival.”

• Because demolition and 
deconstruction have such 
immediate transformative impacts, 
this chapter focuses on the removal 
of structures and the clearing and 
maintenance of vacant lots.

• Focus on safest available practices 
that can lead to economic 
opportunities and clear the way for 
healthier environments in Detroit.

• Highlights 430 job creation 
opportunities for Detroiters. 

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE  

Supports local and state framework to target irresponsible owners and 
support:
Point 3: Seize Abandoned Houses/Drug Houses through nuisance 
abatement program Mike Duggan started as Prosecutor. 
Point 5: Rebuild neighboring business districts, beginning by seizing 
abandoned storefronts and moving in entrepreneurs.
Point 7: Crack down on illegal scrappers and their scrap yards.
Point 8: Create much tougher code enforcement. 

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

Economic Growth 
“Transform the city’s land into an economic asset.”

Land Use
“Develop innovative regulatory reform.”

City Systems
“Actively manage change, by continuing discussions that have already 
begun for removing regulatory barriers to interagency cooperation at the 
city and regional levels, as well as establishing an interagency platform for 
coordinated decision making about city services.”

Neighborhoods
“Address quality-of-life issues for all Detroiters with a set of citywide 
strategies that work in all Detroit neighborhoods.”

• Promote property tax policy that levels the 
playing field for property assessments over 
the next two years.

• Stem the tide of properties at rick of 
foreclosure through auction bundling, 
owner occupied payment assistance, and 
reverter clauses.

• Key city and state actions are needed to 
enact or strengthen laws that prevent or 
address blight.

HOW DO 
WE GET 

AHEAD OF 
BLIGHT?[ ]HOW DO 

WE REMOVE 
BLIGHT?[ ]
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• The Mayor’s Office must 
lead, in collaboration with the 
Emergency Manager’s office, to 
address blight head-on.

• The centerpiece of this work 
will be the newly enhanced 
Detroit Land Bank Authority, 
working in concert with 
the Mayor’s office and the 
Department of Neighborhoods.

MAYOR’S EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD HAS A FUTURE

Point 1: Establish a single Department of Neighborhoods (DON).

Point 2: Base the DON in 7 Neighborhood District Offices to create true 
partnerships with Neighborhood Groups/Block Clubs.

Point 9: Require banks to participate in neighborhood redevelopment.

Point 10: Reform Detroit Land Bank so we can re-use vacant land.

DETROIT FUTURE CITY

City Systems
“Actively manage change, by continuing discussions that have already 
begun for removing regulatory barriers to interagency cooperation at the 
city and regional levels, as well as establishing an interagency platform for 
coordinated decision making about city services.”

Civic Engagement
“Extend the capacity for civic engagement by building on four key 
components of long-term civic capacity: city government, philanthropy, 
Detroit institutions (including business and nonprofit sectors), and Detroit 
residents.”

WHO IS 
LEADING THIS 

PROCESS?[ ]
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CHAPTER  11

RECOMMENDATIONS

SUMMARY



Detroit Future City’s land use policies and the Mayors 10-Point Plan provide 
the framework for the Task Force recommendations. In addition, this plan relies 
on an approach to community engagement that will continually gather the 
best possible insights into blight removal from residents, and will apply that 
information to shape the best possible interventions for all Detroiters. 

RECOMMENDATION 2-1.  Build and maintain digital communication tools.  
The Task Force recommends the Detroit Land Bank Authority implement the 
following:

• Information portal. Leverage Motor City Mapping (MCM) to implement an 
ongoing, open, parcel-level information portal, available on-line at all times 
to all residents; 

• Website.  Design and maintain a regularly updated website that provides 
real-time information related to the blight removal strategy implementation; 
and

• Social Media.  Deploy an active and aggressive e-mail and social media 
strategies. 

RECOMMENDATION 2-2. Leverage neighborhood points of contact.
• District Manager. Continue to leverage the Department of Neighborhoods 

District Manager as the consistent points of contact.

CHAPTER 2: 

WHAT IS THE CONTEXT FOR
OUR WORK?
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40,077 structures clearly meet the Task Force definition of “blight” and are recommended 
for immediate removal. 38,429 structures have “Blight Indicators” and need further 
evaluation. At least 6,135 vacant lots showed evidence of dumping and need immediate 
attention. 

CHAPTER 3: 

WHAT DO WE KNOW? The Task Force recommends the following actions to assure more robust, 
reliable, integrated, and updatable shared property information for Detroit.

RECOMMENDATION 3-1. Implement Motor City Mapping Phase II and 
Phase III.  Phase II of Motor City Mapping is the creation of a centralized, 
public database. This database will contain information from Motor City 
Mapping Phase I, plus data from a wide variety of sources, including numerous 
municipal departments. The project is planned for launch in spring 2014 and 
scheduled to be completed in fall 2014. 

Phase II has four deliverables:
• Public Dashboard

• Mobile App

• Land Bank Tool

• Data Management Team

Phase III delivers an expanded site control dashboard and connects all 
municipal departments whose functions and responsibilities are associated with 
real property. 

RECOMMENDATION 3-2. Annual survey of all 380,000 parcels. Keeping the 
data and the MCM current is paramount to the viability of the entire system. 
The Task Force recommends that all 380,000 parcels in the City of Detroit be 
surveyed annually. The more effective way of surveying the entire city would 
be to allocate the parcels over a 12 month schedule requiring significantly 
fewer resources to accomplish the goal of annually updating information on 
each property. There is nothing that compels the simultaneous surveying of all 
properties during a short period of time. It would be very short sighted to not 
allocate the relatively inexpensive amount of resources needed to keep the 
information current. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3-3. “Blexting Boot Camps”. The Task Force 
recommends conducting public training sessions (Blexting Boot Camps), led 
by DDD and Loveland Technologies, which would be integrated into regular 
community meetings attended by the city’s new District Managers. 

Participants will be trained to use the Public Dashboard and the Blexting 
application.  The training will enable participants to read and interpret the 
Public Dashboard and contribute information to the MCM. Residents who do 
not own a computer or smart phone will always have the ability to work directly 
with their District Manager to obtain information from the Public Dashboard 
and provide information to the MCM. 

These blexting boot camps should rotate between districts during the next 
three to six months. Special, additional boot camps should also be held 
for community leaders interested in becoming “Blexting captains.” These 
leaders will be trained to conduct their own classes on Blexting and the Public 
Dashboard.

RECOMMENDATION 3-4. Neighborhood Reports. Phase II of MCM will 
allow District Managers to generate in depth parcel and neighborhood related 
activity reports. The Task Force recommends that reporting be communicated 
by the District Managers at neighborhood and community meetings on a 
monthly basis. 

RECOMMENDATION 3-5. Open Data Policy. Blight is a shared problem 
among all city stakeholders: city agencies, organizations, private companies, 
and citizens. The Task Force strongly encourages all stakeholders to share 
and collaborate non-private information in a visible, open, and real-time 
environment. 

It is imperative the city make a strategic investment in technology and create 
a philosophy of open and enthusiastic sharing of information among city 
employees, departments, and citizens.

This mission critical element must be supported from the city’s top leadership 
on down to not only realize the success of the blight removal initiative but also 
to achieve a bright future for every neighborhood. 
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RECOMMENDATION 4-1. The Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) should use 
the Maximizing Community Input (MCI) to identify initial areas of prioritization 
and work directly with community groups within those geographies to refine 
intervention strategies. 

The Task Force believes utilizing a tool like MCI to identify tipping point 
neighborhoods is a key element in prioritizing blight intervention. With that 
said, the Task Force also realizes that the output of the algorithms needs to 
be enhanced by the analysis of unique factors, conditions and needs of each 
neighborhood. In addition, community engagement throughout the process 
assures that all of these more intangible factors receive full consideration. 
The outcome of the MCI is not to prescribe a specific type of investment or 
intervention, nor to make recommendations parcel by parcel.  Rather, it is to 
guide prioritization and intervention. Once specific geographies are identified 
using the MCI and these other factors, the Motor City Mapping tool can 
provide information regarding specific structures within those areas meeting the 
definition of blight and those with blight indicators. This becomes the start of the 
blight intervention road map and a place for the City of Detroit and the DLBA 
to start discussions with impacted communities, neighborhoods, and the historic 
designation community. 

RECOMMENDATION 4-2. The Task Force recommends that the DLBA 
continue to collaborate with the Michigan Historic Preservation Network and 
Preservation Detroit to inform the parcel-by-parcel decision making process.

RECOMMENDATION 4-3. The MCI should be revisited and refined annually to 
reflect current conditions. 

The MCI was created to identify strategic areas of intervention in the face 
of Detroit’s currently overwhelming vacancy and constrained funds. These 
conditions will change over time, and the MCI should be modified and updated 
to reflect the new conditions.

Built on the Motor City Mapping platform, the MCI serves as an example of the 
tremendous potential for high-quality, detailed data to support public policy and 
investment decisions. Given that much of the data will be publicly available, the 
opportunities for other analytical tools to be developed are limitless.

CHAPTER 4: 

HOW DOES THIS 
INFORMATION GUIDE US?
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LEGAL TITLE & LEGAL AUTHORITY
The city is working to create or strengthen its codes, ordinances, and laws that 
support a proactive approach to parcel level intervention. 

In addition, the city should continue to take aggressive action to attain title 
and remove blight in abandoned and vacant properties that have been known 
community nuisances.  There are currently three options the City and the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) can take:

• Voluntary deed transfer by the title holder
• Nuisance abatement
• Demolition judgment liens and foreclosure

Recommendations to improve legal authority: 

RECOMMENDATION 5-1.  Take aggressive action to gain title to blighted 
properties through voluntary deed transfer, nuisance abatement, or demolition 
judgment liens and foreclosures.

RECOMMENDATION 5-2.  Improve the current hearing process. The city 
should act decisively to enforce stricter adherence and enforcement of existing 
deferral requirements in 290-H. The current notification process should be 
enhanced to identify and communicate the minimum requirements for a 
property owner to be granted a deferral. These requirements should include the 
establishment of a demolition escrow account in which the owner contributes a 
minimum amount to be used toward permits or property improvements. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-3. Establish a New Demolition Review Board. The 
city should revise Ordinance 290-H to support City Council’s creation of a 
demolition review board dedicated to hearing complaints. Members of the 
board should consist of three appointees, one by the council and two by the 
mayor.  The entire job and function of this board would be to review dangerous 
building demolition requests.

RECOMMENDATION 5-4.  Make changes to protect communities. 
Ordinance 290-H should be revised to include boarded-up properties in the 
definition of “dangerous properties.” It should also narrow the definition of 
“occupied” to rightful owners or tenants and exclude squatters. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-5.  Streamline the deferral process. Ordinance 290-
H should be revised to reduce the number of deferrals BSEED may issue from 
three to one. Deferral time-lines should be shortened from six-months to 90 
days. This does not remove BSEED’s ability to extend an active deferral, as long 
as the property owner is clearly making progress on removing blight.

CHAPTER 5: 

WHAT IS THE BEST
INTERVENTION?
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RECOMMENDATION 5-6.  Issue demolition orders earlier. The city should 
have a demolition order in place before the first deferral can be granted. 
This will communicate the urgency of remedy to the owner, and offer the city 
leverage to proceed if the owner does not act. 

RECOMMENDATION 5-7.  Add capacity for hearings and inspections. 
The city Clerk’s office should add significant capacity until the vast majority of 
Detroit blight has been removed. 
Examples include:

• Automate or outsource the hearing notice process,

• Invest in training and support current inspectors to ensure consistency, and

• Expand building inspector capacity through local hiring and training 
programs or partnering with Detroit-based businesses.

RECOMMENDATION 5-8.  The city should assume responsibility for 
demolition billing to owners. The city (specifically BSEED) should send the bill 
for demolition directly to the title holder instead of handing off this task to the 
county tax assessor’s office.  The current process is an unnecessary bureaucratic 
additional layer that provides no value, creates inefficiencies and adds to costs.

Recommendations to improve title transfer:

RECOMMENDATION 5-9.  Take full advantage of the new state blight ticketing 
law (MCL 117.4Q sub-section 3, PA192) to gain title to blighted properties. The city 
should enforce foreclosure on properties with unpaid blight tickets.

RECOMMENDATION 5-10.  The State should amend MCL 600.2819 to allow 
for the city to create its own ordinance related to the foreclosure of a demolition 
judgment lien.  The State of Michigan and the City of Detroit should also craft an 
agreement to allow the DLBA to perform all demolition judgment lien and blight 
ticket lien foreclosures.

RECOMMENDATION 5-11.  With this new authority granted by the state, 
the Task Force recommends that Detroit create a new city ordinance to allow 
a streamlined process to foreclose on the blight tickets and demolition judgment 
liens. This ordinance should be written to transfer title for these properties to the 
DLBA.

RECOMMENDATION 5-12.  The State of Michigan should pass a state law 
that eliminates or allows the rejection of back taxes when title is transferred to the 
DLBA. (Georgia law provides a model for this.)

RECOMMENDATION 5-13.  The city should work with the American Land Title 
Association to create a modified title insurance form that addresses the specific 
situations of foreclosure and nuisance abatement cases.

RECOMMENDATION 5-14.  Buildings, Safety Engineering, and Environmental 
Department should file Lis Pendens (notice of default) immediately after 
demolition order.

STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT TRIAGE TOOL (SATT)
The Task Force believes that it is critical that the DLBA create a tool to provide 
standardized guidance in its parcel intervention decisions. The Task Force 
recommends a Strategic Assessment Triage Tool (SATT). 

The SATT is designed to objectively evaluate and analyze the data on 
individual structures. As soon as a property is approved for demolition or 
its title is transferred to the DLBA, a team composed of a DLBA-selected 
environmental surveyor and a construction contractor should visit the site 
and survey the property together to ascertain the property condition and the 
potential environmental hazards associated with demolition. Data collected by 
the contractors can then immediately be transmitted to the DLBA for overall 
analysis. Outcomes of the SATT analysis could include removing the blight 
(structure or debris/trash), rehabilitating or repairing the structure, or securing 
the structure for intervention at a future date. If the parcel is a vacant lot, the 
team can immediately put that into the category of blight removal/clearing. 
Of course engagement with the local community is also essential, along with 
evaluation of the neighborhood context before any final decisions can be 
reached.  This process not only informs the type of intervention (in this case 
of removal), but also provides input into the environmental, deconstruction, 
demolition and recycling processes.

The Task Force recommends the following guideposts for decision making:

RECOMMENDATION 5-15.  The DLBA should leverage the SATT to provide 
standardized guidance in its parcel intervention decisions. 
The SATT is designed to objectively evaluate and analyze data on individual 
structures. Deploying SATT should occur as soon as DLBA has legal authority to 
do so.  

RECOMMENDATION 5-16.  Adopt clear and transparent guidelines for 
decisions on each structure.  The SATT information, along with the previous 
information collected (Detroit Future City future land use map, Motor City 
Mapping data, community input, geographic predictive analysis, etc), provides 
the necessary information to determine the appropriate intervention method.
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CHAPTER 6: 

WHAT IS THE BEST WAY

RESIDENTIAL COMMERCIAL VACANT LOTSINDUSTRIAL

WITHIN 5 YEARS

STRUCTURES WITH BLIGHT

INDICATORS

TYPES OF BLIGHT

TO REMOVE BLIGHT?

REMOVAL OF STRUCTURES
Because neighborhood structures make up 99.3 percent of the total blighted 
structures in Detroit, the Task Force spent most of its time examining this 
category. Neighborhood structures include all residential structures and 
commercial structures that are less than 25,000 square feet in lot size.  Although 
the Task Force acknowledges many opportunities to stabilize or rehabilitate 
structures rather than remove them, we assume the majority of the 78,506 
structures with blight indicators will likely need to be removed. Due to this, and 
to the complexities and many considerations around demolition and structural 
removal, the Task Force focused more of its attention on four major areas of 
activity:

• environmental measures,

• deconstruction opportunities,

• demolition needs, and

• recycling potential.

1. ENVIRONMENTAL MEASURES

RECOMMENDATION 6-1. The city and the Detroit Land Bank Authority 
(DLBA) should continue to require “wet/wet” demolition practices for dust 
mitigation in the permitting process.

RECOMMENDATION 6-2. The city and the DLBA should engage with the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and other regulatory agencies 
involved in contractor safety, to use Detroit’s large scale blight removal effort 
as an opportunity to research and develop enhanced air quality monitoring 
devices that monitor lead (expanding on the current asbestos air quality 
technology). The scale and speed of demolition in Detroit is unprecedented and 
can provide the platform for solutions that can be used across the country. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-3. The city and the DLBA should engage with 
the U.S. EPA to explore resources and opportunities to assist smaller 
contractors with barriers they face acquiring air quality monitoring devices, 
including solutions for financial barriers. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-4. The DLBA should continually work to enhance the 
MCI predictive prioritization tool (discussed in chapter 4) to include lead level 
indices, as they are collected in the field. This could lead to the establishment of 
a high health risk building removal indicator. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-5. The DLBA should consider additional allocation of 
field liaisons as building removal activities continue to scale. 
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2. DECONSTRUCTION

RECOMMENDATION 6-6. At present capacity, the Task Force recommends 
starting with the “skim” model of deconstruction, where the property is 
appropriate and a market exists. The Task Force also recommends continually 
monitoring and expanding the envelope on this promising area of practice, as 
cost-effectiveness improves and markets change.

3. DEMOLITION

The Task Force identified several recommendations for the city to implement, 
resulting in expedited demolition more promptly once approved, reducing 
health impacts, and removing bottlenecks in the process. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-7. The Task Force recommends that the DLBA 
schedule all utility disconnections as soon as the contractors complete data 
gathering via the Strategic Assessment Triage Tool. The greatest practical 
challenge to prompt demolition in Detroit has been disconnecting the gas, 
electricity, and water lines to the property. Disconnecting utilities involves 
communication and timing issues among two different utilities and the city. 

After working directly with DTE Energy and the Detroit Water and Sewer 
Department (DWSD), the Task Force identified several efficiency opportunities 
for collaboration and cost savings between the DLBA, DTE and DWSD that 
should be implemented (some of these have already been implemented by the 
city and the DLBA):

• Leverage the Motor City Mapping dataset to understand where disconnects 
have already occurred.

• Reduce demolition costs by identifying properties they have already been 
targeted for disconnect by DTE and/or DWSD.

• Schedule demolition for all structures on a block at the same time, which 
could result in one disconnect for the block instead of parcel by parcel 
disconnects, also reducing costs.

• Create joint action teams to disconnect utilities and water at the same time. 
Cross-training team members can result in greater efficiency, increasing 
overall capacity, and reducing overall costs.

• Qualify contractors to “cut & cap” the water line on site with proof that the 
job was done correctly, versus DWSD doing all the work themselves.

• Create a billing system that bills contractors on a time and materials basis 
versus a flat fee.

• For demolition work contracted by the DLBA, DWSD should allow 
contractors to proceed with disconnects and demolition BEFORE past due 
water bills on the property are paid. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-8. The city should continue to charge a discounted 
rate for demolition permits in light of the scale of need. The city’s Buildings, 
Safety Engineering and Environmental (BSEED) should remove the demolition 
permit fee. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-9. The DLBA should continue to use community 
meetings to engage community groups throughout the entire scope of 
planning and activation of demolition (or other interventions), in order to 
discuss and respond to community observations and concerns.

4. RECYCLING

RECOMMENDATION 6-10. The city should establish two new construction 
and demolition (C&D) recycling centers inside Detroit city limits; ideally, 
one on the east side and one on the west side of town. The Task Force sub-
committee talked to three potential recycling center candidates, all with 
plausible business plans. All three candidates bring slightly different options and 
expertise, but may not represent the entire population of interested parties. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-11. The Task Force recommends that the city’s 
Jobs & Economy team, with assistance from the Detroit Economic Growth 
Corporation, evaluate potential solutions and prioritize the selection, 
zoning, and economic support of at least two C&D recycling facilities in 
the city. Additional support from the state DEQ in delivering time sensitive 
support to navigating the regulatory and licensing requirements associated with 
opening this type of facility will add great value.

LARGE-SCALE COMMERCIAL STRUCTURES
RECOMMENDATION 6-12. Immediately address most blighted large 
commercial structures in the tipping point geographies. The results of the 
Motor City Mapping survey reveal that twelve large-scale industrial and 
commercial structures fall within the “tipping point neighborhoods” identified 
in Chapter 4. Among those dozen structures, five fall within the group of “Poor 
Condition, Suggested for Demolition” (four commercial and one industrial). The 
Task Force recommends prioritizing these five structures for deconstruction and 
demolition, whichever is the most economically viable method based on the 
building content. The remaining seven have blight indicators and need further 
analysis.

RECOMMENDATION 6-13. Use Motor City Mapping data and geographic 
priority-setting to support Detroit Future City and the Detroit Economic 
Growth Corporation’s work in targeted primary and secondary employment 
districts. The Task Force suggests that the DFC/DEGC team incorporate the 
following prioritization process within those zones:
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• Determination of job creation candidates that fall within the targeted 
geographic zones outlined in Chapter 4 (win/win scenarios); and

• Use of Motor City Mapping to reveal how many of the city’s 559 large-scale 
industrial structures and commercial structures are located within the overlay 
districts (see map on opposite page) and are high target candidates for job 
creation opportunities. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-14. Review and, if needed, change existing 
laws regarding property owners’ responsibility for the financial costs of 
environmental site contamination. Laws may need modifications to improve 
enforcement. The City of Detroit’s Law Department should take aggressive 
action in leveraging these laws to recoup any and all costs associated with 
environmental contamination of these sites.

REQUEST FOR PROPOSALS (RFPs)
From a process efficiency perspective, the current process for issuing Requests 
for Proposals (RFPs) is not well suited to large-scale activity and innovation of the 
type that Detroit now needs. In addition, this process will be the driving force 
behind setting the expectations for hiring Detroiters and using Detroit based 
firms. The Task Force recommends the following changes to the Request for 
Proposal process:

RECOMMENDATION 6-15. DLBA should require deconstruction companies 
and demolition companies to submit combined proposals (potentially through 
a joint-venture), working together to maximize coordinated timing and hand-
off between deconstruction and demolition activities, where deconstruction is a 
viable option. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-16. DLBA should continue to package mechanical 
demolition RFPs in two ways: by size of job and size of contractor. This method 
allows larger contractors to secure larger jobs, which should improve the ability to 
recognize cost savings, process efficiencies, innovation and job creation. Smaller 
contractors typically do not have the financial capacity to secure the necessary 
bonds, the experience, nor the resource bandwidth for these larger projects. 
Some RFPs of notably smaller size should be dedicated to the smaller contractors. 
The Task Force recommends RFPs in this small pool to represent approximately 
10 to 50 properties each. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-17. The Task Force calls on local banks and other 
financial institutions to grow Detroit based businesses by extending the DLBA 
lines of credit at three percent interest or below to aid in cash flow to contractors.  
These funds  provide the necessary working capital for the DLBA to hire local 
contractors to revitalize Detroit neighborhoods.  Banks should explore programs 
such as the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) for this purpose.  These funds 
should be backed by the Federal and State funding programs to allow the DLBA 

to pay contractors within 30-45 days of project deliverables and billing. This 
addresses major cash flow challenges that contractors face once they win RFPs. 
Since many Federal and State funding programs are on a reimbursement basis, 
they do not forward funding to DLBA to pay the contractors until the work is 
completed, which usually requires at least a 30-day turnaround. For many of the 
contractors, especially the smaller ones, the delayed cash flow makes it almost 
impossible to meet payroll.

RECOMMENDATION 6-18. DLBA should continue to prioritize Detroit 
based businesses when awarding RFPs. If firms outside of Detroit are needed 
to achieve targeted volumes they should be required to hire qualified Detroit 
residents to perform the work. Contracted firms should be required to work 
directly with the job training agencies listed in the Job Creation section of 
this chapter to refine employment candidate training requirements and offer 
employment opportunities for graduates. 

CLEARING AND MAINTAINING VACANT LOTS
The Mayor should communicate an urgent call to action to all Detroit 
stakeholders—including businesses, churches and residents—to focus their 
philanthropic funding and volunteer resource programming on clearing and 
shared maintenance of vacant lots in the city.

RECOMMENDATION 6-19. Working with the communities through 
community meetings, the DLBA should develop a directory of the vacant 
lots to be cleared. Once the MCI geographic prioritization is defined, the 
DLBA should be able to identify blighted vacant lots which have the greatest 
impact from clearing. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-20. Once priorities for vacant lot clearance have 
been finalized, the DLBA should immediately work with local nonprofits 
to begin fundraising. Once funds have been raised, the DLBA should work 
directly with DPW and Department of Recreation to issue notices and RFPs to 
begin lot clearing.

RECOMMENDATION 6-21. Deploy the model for lot clearance created by 
the Blight Authority across the entire city in coordination with the structural 
intervention work of the DLBA. Neighborhood engagement for vacant lot 
clearing should be a joint effort between the DLBA and the City of Detroit 
District Managers. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-22. After demolition or vacant lot clearing, the city 
should fully implement its plan to grade and seed newly vacant sites with 
specialized low-growth seed after demolition. This can either be in the form 
of slow-growing grass or clover, depending on the sites’ intended future use. 
Although these slow growing forms of seed cut down on the need for mowing, 
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they also require more intense watering and initial care to take root than 
traditional grasses. Therefore, a process needs to be in place as to who will tend 
to these sites immediately after blight removal. 

RECOMMENDATION 6-23. The city (Department of Neighborhoods) 
and the DLBA should work with philanthropic and nonprofit community 
partners to expand the existing Vacant Property Coalition of Detroit and 
the toolbox program at Michigan Community Resources (MCR). MCR is 
currently supported by the Kresge Foundation which is part of the collaborative 
effort to remove blight and improve Detroit neighborhoods. Since 2007, MCR 
has used their planning, community organizing, legal and policy expertise 
to inform and directly assist communities with vacant property issues. They 
are now focusing their vacant property-related services to decrease blight 
affecting residential vacant properties. This program is poised to be the central 
coordination for vacant property maintenance for the city. To further enhance 
this program, MCR should work with Detroit Future City to incorporate their 
vacant property management concepts. 

MCR, with the support of the city and strategic partners, should create a 
framework for a citywide care plan for vacant lots to include:

• Defined community leaders in every neighborhood in Detroit.

• Defined corporate and religious group sponsors to coordinate philanthropic 
funding and employee/member community service programs.

• Neighborhood by neighborhood vacant lot maintenance programs 
(including initial care of the lot post blight removal, mowing (3x’s a year), 
raking, shoveling, etc.)

• Integrated citywide maintenance calendar that maximizes the use of the 
toolbox program, local business/religious group volunteers, and community 
volunteers (integrated into the District Managers’ regular meetings with the 
community).

• Neighborhood toolboxes consisting of a lawn mower, rakes, shovels, extra 
seed (to fill in washed out areas), hedge clippers, wheel barrow, etc.

• An interactive website that provides public access to vacant lot maintenance 
schedules and the ability for residents to provide information about activity 
that escalates attention to specific areas of the city.

• Interaction with greening groups and university agriculture and state 
agricultural extension offices to assist with noxious weed and native planting 
work, re-treeing and blue green infrastructure.

RECOMMENDATION 6-24. The City of Detroit and DLBA should also 
immediately implement its new side lot sale program to actively provide 
property owners the opportunity to purchase adjacent lots at low cost. 

In addition to this program, the Task Force also recommends that the DLBA 
immediately implement its new side lot program to actively provide property 
owners the opportunity to purchase adjacent lots at low cost. 
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CHAPTER 7: 

HOW DO WE GET AHEAD
OF FUTURE BLIGHT?
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Even the swiftest and most sweeping fight against today’s blight will accomplish 
very little if we don’t address the conditions that led to it.  Detroit’s collapsing 
structures and vacant lots didn’t just “happen.” They are the physical result of 
dire economic and social forces that pulled apart the city over many decades. 
Issues such as uneven economic opportunity, poor workforce development, 
crime, education and spotty public lighting contribute to blight and must be 
addressed. While these issues clearly fall outside the scope of our report, we 
will address two specific focus areas which will help the city “stay ahead” in its 
fight against blight—property tax reform and legislative policy.

PROPERTY TAX REFORM
RECOMMENDATION 7-1: Promote a property tax policy that encourages 
participation. Fewer than half of Detroit property owners are paying property 
taxes today. The Task Force believes it is more valuable right now to collect 
something in property taxes from everyone, and encourage participation, than 
to collect more from a smaller number of owners and allow 18 percent interest 
to accrue on the rest, swelling a collection gap that will never close.

The Task Force urges the city to act boldly to level the playing field for property 
assessments over the next two years. The city’s tax reform must provide clearly 
stated expectations for property owners, and must improve payment systems 
to make them far easier to use than the clunky online interfaces and antiquated 
in-person payment processes that exist now. Alongside this effort, to prevent 
history repeating itself, state legislation should be passed that reduces the 
18 percent interest rate on unpaid property taxes to six percent in distressed 
Michigan communities like Detroit.

RECOMMENDATION 7-2. Address the properties at risk of foreclosure. 
Even if property taxes are reduced moving forward, there are still 118,000 
properties citywide that are on track for tax foreclosure. Detroit cannot afford 
to put more than a quarter of the city on the auction block. Collectively, these 
properties carry more than $500 million in unpaid taxes. There has to be a 
better way. 

The Task Force urges the city to take the following steps to stem the tide of 
future foreclosures:

“Bundle” vacant lots and vacant structures (the properties most vulnerable 
to speculation and zero maintenance by predatory, private owners if auctioned 
off). This tool is available to the County Treasurer to make properties 
unattractive for sale. If one property in a bundle is purchased, all of them must 
be purchased.
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Once protected from speculators at auction, bundled properties can be 
transferred to the Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA), where better disposition 
strategies can lead to removal or sale with “reverter clauses” that demand 
improvement and tax payment, or call for a return to public ownership if this 
requirement is not met. The DLBA should be funded to monitor the upkeep of 
these properties and act on “reverter clauses” if the buyer is out of compliance.

FINES AND PENALTIES FOR BLIGHT
RECOMMENDATION 7-3: Use and strengthen existing fines and penalties 
for blight. Until recently, Michigan’s treatment of blight offenders was among 
the softest in the country. That changed in March 2014 with a series of laws that 
empowered local blight courts with additional powers to impose penalties and 
punitive action. 

The new legislation enables blight courts in Michigan to act against property 
owners that have incurred civil fines and costs of $1,000 or more, and have 
not paid within 30 days. The courts can now impose additional penalties, 
including misdemeanors punishable by jail time. The legislation also allows 
cities to render blight violators ineligible for zoning changes, building permits, 
or certificates of occupancy. The courts are permitted to garnish these property 
owners for unpaid fines. Last but not least, the new law makes it easier for cities 
to impose liens against properties involved in blight violation. 

This legislation is an important step, but does not go far enough. The extra 
misdemeanors cited above, and the zoning and permitting provisions, do not 
apply to buildings taken by banks in foreclosure. The number of such buildings 
is significant. A blighted property taken by a bank in foreclosure is no less of 
a nuisance to the community than any other property. The city should push to 
remove this “carve out” for banks.

SCRAP METAL LEGISLATION
RECOMMENDATION 7-4. Strengthen the new scrap metal legislation. 
Stripping and theft of valuable metals and items from buildings is one of 
Detroit’s most corrosive contributors to the deterioration of properties. Earlier 
this year, Michigan approved a much-debated reform to its law on scrap metal 
purchases, taking the teeth out of this illegal practice. The centerpiece of the 
law is the requirement that scrap metal businesses mail payments to the sellers 
of certain frequently stolen types of scrap items to a verifiable address if the 

purchases are more than $25. This will help create a paper trail between scrap 
sellers and purchasers. 

Although the legislation is an important step, the city should remain vigilant and 
continue to push forward for two additional reforms:

1. Eliminate the $25 threshold entirely. The legislation still allows for on-the-
spot payments via electronic payment cards on items under $25. This is an 
easy loophole for thieves to exploit, because they can go from scrap dealer 
to scrap dealer getting multiple payouts of $25 via electronic payment card, 
which are easily convertible to cash. In a sense, the legislation encourages 
them to do so. Sellers are still going to want instant cash, and because of 
the $25 limit, they may actually steal more items to get the same amount 
of cash they are currently allowed. The city should consider at some point 
renewing its push to eliminate the $25 threshold entirely. 

2. Enforcement. A law is ineffective without concerted enforcement that 
sends a “zero-tolerance” message. The city should be diligent in policing to 
enforce the new law.

REPURCHASE OF TAX FORECLOSED PROPERTIES AT 
AUCTION
RECOMMENDATION 7-5. Crack down on real estate “buy-backs” by 
speculators. Michigan is currently considering SB 0295 to discourage real estate 
speculation and predatory purchases of tax-foreclosed property. Under current 
law, a land speculator may buy a house at auction for $500 and never pay taxes 
on it. Then, when the municipality forecloses on the property, the speculator 
can simply buy it back for another $500, and not have to pay the taxes owed. 
Allowing speculators such free rein keeps property vacant and contributes to 
blight in urban areas. 

The proposed law would prevent a bidder from bidding on foreclosed property 
if the bidder had unpaid fines for violating local blight or nuisance ordinances. 
This legislation should be supported, with appropriate provisions to close 
loopholes made possible by the fact that most property owners own their 
properties in distinct single-purpose entities over which they retain complete 
control. At the same time, the legislation should not inadvertently ensnare 
legitimate homeowners who have lost their primary residences due to unpaid 
property taxes, and are now trying to buy another home as their primary 
residence.
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FIRE INSURANCE ESCROW FUND
RECOMMENDATION 7-6. Broaden and strengthen the applicability of fire 
insurance escrow fund. Michigan’s current Fire Insurance Withholding Program 
(also known as the Fire Insurance Escrow Fund, or simply the Fire Escrow 
Fund) has required insurance companies to give municipalities 25 percent of 
the insurance proceeds for each burned-out house within their boundaries, 
but only up to $6,000. If an owner razes a fire-damaged house, the owner can 
access that money. But if the owner fails to raze the house, the city can access 
the money to do so. The $6,000 cap, however, is rarely enough for demolition, 
so the money remains in the account and fire-damaged structures remain 
blighted. About $20M was sitting in the Fire Escrow Fund unused until April 
2014, when the city began to use those funds to supplement the demolition of 
their designated structures. 
The Task Force recommends that the State of Michigan take two actions to 
remedy this bottleneck:
1. Reallocate funds. Michigan should amend its Fire Escrow laws to provide 

that when an eligible structure has been demolished but funds deposited 
for it remain in the Fire Escrow Fund, the escrow funds should be 
reallocated to a general fire demolition fund, to be used to demolish other 
fire-damaged structures. 

2. Increase the amount to be withheld. Michigan should amend the current 
program to increase the amount withheld from the insured to $15,000, or 
an amount sufficient to actually cover the cost of demolishing a residential 
structure, including the costs of environmental abatement. If the actual 
cost is below $15,000, then any remaining funds should be released to the 
insured only after renovation or proper demolition of the structure, as well 
as grading and seeding of the lot. 

RECOMMENDATION 7-7.  Although the city can and should take actions to 
streamline utility disconnects to abandoned properties, as described in Chapter 
6, the State has a potentially supportive role. The Task Force recommends 
that the State, through the Michigan Public Service Commission, allow DTE 
Energy and other regulated utilities to amend their tariffs to include free utility 
disconnects for blight removal. 
RECOMMENDATION 7-8. In addition, Detroit needs stronger anti-dumping 
laws. The dumping of trash and large objects such as cars and boats is 
a major source of blight throughout Detroit. Clearing of such dumped 
materials becomes an exercise in futility if people are allowed to dump 
without repercussion. The laws against dumping need to be reviewed and 
strengthened, and enforcement of such laws must become a priority.

The responsibility for blight, and the consequences of its persistence, rest 
ultimately with the City of Detroit. The Mayor’s office, in collaboration with the 
Emergency Manager’s office, must lead within the framework of the settled 
bankruptcy terms to address blight head-on. The centerpiece of this work will 
be the newly enhanced Detroit Land Bank Authority, working in concert with the 
Mayor’s office. 

See the complete listing of roles and responsibilities see Chapter 8. 
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$850 MILLION JUST TO ADDRESS 
NEIGHBORHOOD BLIGHT IN THE 
NEXT FEW YEARS

Detroit will need as much as $850 million just to address neighborhood blight 
in the next few years.  Addressing the larger-scale industrial sites across the 
city could add an additional $500m - $1B because of the sheer scale in size 
and their potential for greater environmental issues, and there may be cost 
escalation over time.  

RECOMMENDATION 9-1. The City of Detroit should allocate at least $8 
million of CDBG funds annually to the Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA)
for use on demolition activity.

RECOMMENDATION 9-2. Maximize the impact of the Plan of Adjustment 
blight-focused Reinvestment Funds by deploying them in ways that increase 
the potential for future revenue, and by expanding their range of uses, 
including elimination of blight for commercial structures, vacant lot clearing, 
and rehabilitation in neighborhoods. 

The contingencies associated with blight funding from the Plan of Adjustment 
further reinforce the need to prioritize blight removal in geographic areas 
where there is an opportunity to improve reinvestment and stabilization of 
the neighborhood (see chapter 4 for more information about the Maximizing 
Community Impact tool). This methodology directly prioritizes the preservation, 
and potential increase, of the tax base in these neighborhoods to better 
position the city to allocate the maximum level of funding. 

In order to fully transform Detroit’s neighborhoods, these funds must be 
used in a way that offers a full range of interventions, not just residential 
demolition. Neighborhood-level commercial structures in dangerous condition 
have a significant impact on a neighborhood’s viability for economic recovery, 
neighborhood stabilization, and quality of life for its residents. Structures that 
can be saved and reoccupied must also have solutions to address the deferred 
maintenance and rehabilitation needs. Private-sector funding for rehabilitation 
cannot sufficiently address this need, and is often inaccessible due to the low 
value of properties. The Plan of Adjustment Reinvestment Funds offer a rare 
opportunity to reduce the barriers to financing rehabilitation and to significantly 
open up private-sector financing. Rehabilitation assistance could be structured 
in a number of different ways, such as a loan loss reserve, forgivable loans, or 
low-interest loans. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-3. The DLBA should require a $15,000 cash payment 
per structure from banks that transfer title of properties for the necessary 
intervention required to rehabilitate or remove the structure. Further, if an 
individual owner has stopped making mortgage payments and has abandoned 
a property, the city should work with partners like banks and the National 
Community Stabilization Trust to expedite the transition of that property, 
accompanied by $15,000 in funding, to the DLBA. 
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RECOMMENDATION 9-4. The city and DLBA should advocate for more 
flexible Fire Escrow funding. Recommended changes to existing legislation 
are discussed in Chapter 7. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-5. 
The DLBA should advocate for the allocation of additional HHF funds to 
Detroit, after demonstrating success in deploying current Hardest Hit Funds. 
In addition to State of Michigan requests, our congressional delegation 
should propose that Detroit be able to apply for any unused program dollars, 
not already assigned to Michigan. Beyond additional funding, HHF-eligible 
uses should also be expanded to allow the city to address the full spectrum 
of blighting influences that continue to destabilize neighborhood markets, 
specifically nonstructural and commercial blight. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-6. 
The Michigan Economic Development Corporation, in partnership with the 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality should contribute the $6 
million needed to attract and build the two recycling facilities in the City of 
Detroit. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-7. Incorporate the funding for Phase III of Motor 
City Mapping into the City of Detroit’s Chief Information Officer’s new 
information technology strategy and transition plan. As such, this strategy 
should include funding for the $2.5 million needed to build the citywide, 
comprehensive parcel management dashboard and database. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-8. The city should strengthen the enforcement of 
the Vacant Property Registration Ordinance, particularly targeting absentee 
owners. Not only does the city need stronger enforcement to assist in dealing 
with the blight pipeline, any revenues resulting from this effort can immediately 
be used to support operational needs. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-9. The challenge of capacity building presents an 
important opportunity for partners of all kinds to step up to the plate 
and support Detroit’s renewal. Private donors, in-kind contributions, and 
especially bank and corporate foundations engaged in workforce development 
opportunities should identify and support their part of the ramp-up effort. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-10. The city should aggressively pursue possible 
funding, resources and partnership opportunities with the Department 
of Homeland Security (including Federal Emergency Management Agency), 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and other federal agencies, as well as 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality, and the Southeast Michigan 
Council of Governments and Detroit Water and Sewerage Department, to 
remove blight and create sustainable green infrastructure. 

With the scale of structure removal needed, the city will significantly increase 
the amount of permeable surface in the city. This will allow for more natural 
stormwater infiltration and will reduce some burden on the city storm sewers, 
with the added benefit of increasing the amount of open and green space. 
Additionally, with the elimination of structures in areas with repetitive flooding, 
the city is reducing the risk of future flood damage and claims. All of these 
factors open up the potential for new, creative sources of funding for demolition 
and site treatment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-11. A central fund should be established to receive 
both corporate and private monetary donations to support blight removal 
work. This fund could use incentives like philanthropic or public matching to 
generate additional funding and should be well coordinated with nonprofit blight 
elimination work.

RECOMMENDATION 9-12. Nonprofit organizations should continue to 
play a vital role in bringing resources and manpower to the removal of 
neighborhood blight, including clearing and maintaining vacant lots, and 
securing open properties. These organizations can more easily leverage private 
and philanthropic donations and volunteer resources for these activities. 
The corporate sector should be tapped to provide funding, donations, and 
volunteers to address blight affecting the communities in which they operate. 
Businesses throughout Detroit already have existing traditions of supporting their 
neighborhoods, or would be very motivated new supporters in the fight against 
blight. In addition to working with large employers headquartered in the city’s 
core, who may support blight elimination or capacity-building efforts through 
their philanthropy, the city should pursue partnerships with the many companies 
and firms in the various employment districts throughout Detroit, to engage their 
support through cash, in-kind contributions, and employee volunteers. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-13. The city should identify strategic blight 
elimination opportunities that will result in future revenue sources, for 
example through increased property tax revenue, which could be leveraged to 
mobilize local bond financing. 

Although significant funding is currently dedicated or budgeted to support blight 
elimination, many of these sources are available only on a reimbursement basis. If 
the entity does not have cash on hand or an accessible line of credit, payment to 
contractors is delayed which impedes the pace of demolition activity. Additionally, 
many sources are not immediately available, as they are allocated over a period 
of time. In order to achieve the aggressive timeline outlined in this report, funding 
must become available immediately. 

Bank financing--and municipal bonds, as Detroit’s economy recovers—can play 
a role in blight removal and subsequent redevelopment efforts. 
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The DLBA is a source of local bonds that should be explored. Beyond local 
bonds, the city could advocate for the County or State to float a bond to cover 
portions of blight elimination. Bonds at the County or State-level could cover 
additional jurisdictions and allow for more cross collateralization, thereby 
reducing the risk in repayment.

RECOMMENDATION 9-14. The city should bolster and coordinate with a 
CDFI investment in neighborhood-based redevelopment. Creation of a Real 
Estate Investment Trust for strategic blight elimination and rehabilitation should 
also be explored as an opportunity to bring additional capital to neighborhood-
based redevelopment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-15. In addition to receiving donated property and 
associated demolition funding, the city should appeal to banks to use their 
Community Reinvestment Act funding to support blight elimination work, 
particularly for projects that also have an investment component as with 
rehabilitation or redevelopment. 

RECOMMENDATION 9-16. Creative investment strategies should 
also be explored particularly to support residential rehabilitation and 
development. Structure removal alone will not be enough to fully transform 
Detroit’s neighborhoods. There must be a concentrated reinvestment in 
Detroit’s neighborhoods, which will allow for the rebuilding of value. Access to 
traditional financing sources is seriously constrained. As previously mentioned, 
public and philanthropic sources of funding should be used to open up and or 
supplement private financing through loan loss reserves and forgivable or low-
interest loans. 
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DETROIT 
PARCEL 
SURVEY

In November 2013, the Blight 
Removal Task Force, in partnership 
with Michigan Nonprofit Association, 
Data Driven Detroit, and Loveland 
Technologies, began a physical 
survey to gather property condition 
data for all 380,000 parcels in the 
city. The goal of the Motor City 
Mapping (MCM) project was to 
create a comprehensive database of 
detailed information including the 
condition of each and every property 
in Detroit. 

Data was collected via a mobile 
application in a process nicknamed 
“Blexting,” (a combination of blight 
and texting) that built on prior data 
from the 2009 Detroit Residential 
Parcel Survey (DRPS). 

Over a period of ten weeks, a team 
of approximately 150 resident 
surveyors and volunteer drivers 
were assigned to quarter-mile 
areas (nicknamed “microhoods”) to 
document property conditions. The 
surveyors photographed the front of 
each property and answered a series 
of specific questions related to the 
its condition. The survey feedback 
included observations on occupancy, 
lot vacancy, fire damage, presence 
of dumping and the nature of the 
use of the property (residential, 
commercial, etc.).  Once the surveyor 
completed the series of questions, 
the information was instantaneously 
uploaded via a live-stream feed to 
‘mission control’, where associates 
performed a quality control check on 
all data submitted from the field. 

The full questionnaire is located on 
the following pages.
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MOTOR CITY MAPPING “BLEXTING” FIELD SURVEY
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Conditions Key: Use the following element ratings to determine the structural 
assessment rating.
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CURRENT 
PROCESSES

As part of the information gathering 
process, the Task Force sub-
committees spent time with the 
City of Detroit and the Detroit Land 
Bank Authority (DLBA) employees 
to understand the current processes 
related to blight removal activities.  
We felt it was important to 
document the current state of this 
environment to ensure the entire 
team was working from the same 
baseline information as we identified 
recommendations for improvement.  

The following flowcharts illustrate 
the current blight related processes 
for legal and demolition. While the 
flowcharts illustrated in chapters 05 
and 06 depict the new recommended 
processes.
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CURRENT LEGAL HEARING PROCESS

STRUCTURE IS 
SOUND

Inspector is sent to property to 
perform an evaluation of the 
structure and photograph the 

condition

Dangerous Building Report is 
completed and the structure is 

assigned a case number

Property reported to BSEED
DEMOLITION 

RECOMMENDED

EMERGENCY DEMOLITION

Tract (Title Check) performed 
(can be delayed depending on 
resources) to identify all owners 

and interested parties

Notification of Show Cause 
Hearing is sent via certified mail
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PROCEED TO 
DEMOLITION 

PROCESS

PROPERTY IS 
REMOVED FROM 

LIST

OWNER MUST 
MEET CONDITIONS 

OF DEFERRAL IN 
PREDETERMINED 

TIME FRAME

Property owner attends 
Show Cause Hearing?

Property owner contests 
demolition and requests 

deferral?

Deferral is granted by 
hearing officer?

Property improved?

Officer grants additional 
deferral based on progress

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

Owner must make property 
secure immediately, 3-6 

months to correct deficient 
conditions

NO

NO
NO

NO

NO
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PROPERTY OWNER 
IS REFERRED TO 
BSEED OFFICE

APPEAL IS SENT TO 
3RD CIRCUIT COURT

Property owner attends 
hearing to contest demolition?YES

Schedule council hearing

Send notice of Council Hearing 
to landowner

Inspector confirms condition 
of the structure and performs 

hearing inspection

Tract is re-verified in case 
ownership or interested parties 

have changed

Hearing is scheduled before City 
Council to order the demolition

Property is ordered demolished 
by Council

Property owner appeals council’s 
demolition order

NO
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CURRENT LEGAL HEARING PROCESS 
(CONTINUED)
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CURRENT DEMOLITION PROCESS

HALT DEMO 
ACTIVITIES 

PENDING APPEAL, 
RESUBMISSION OR 

RE-PURPOSE OF 
STRUCTURE
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Are utilities still 
connected? Obtain Environmental Release

Was the property build 
before 1978?

Is demo federally funded?

Is structure designated 
historic?

Identify parcel(s) to be demolished

Request utilities be 
disconnected

Conduct Environmental 
Survey

Request SHPO 
Clearance

Receive SHPO Clearance and 
log into database Confirm funding

Receive Asbestos Survey and 
log into database

Receive utility clearances and 
log into database

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

POST CITY COUNCIL APPROVAL 
FOR DEMOLITION
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DEMOLITION 
PERMIT AND 
NOTICE TO 
PROCEED IS 
ISSUED BY 

BSEED

Purchasing issues RFP to 
qualified city contractors for 

competitive bid

Contractor is selected by city 
committee using a weighted 
process and awarded work

Purchasing informs BSEED 
when contract has been 

executed

Contract is created and 
executed by Purchasing. 

Contract is between demo 
contractor and Purchasing

Contractors have 10 days to 
review properties and submit 

bids to Purchasing

Sealed bid response is publicly 
opened and bids are evaluated 
by Planning and Development
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CURRENT DEMOLITION PROCESS 
(CONTINUED)



319318 [ IT IS TIME TO END BLIGHT ] CHAPTER 12: APPENDIX

CURRENT DEMOLITION PROCESS 
(CONTINUED)

Contractor issues notification 
to DEQ of intent to demolish 

structure

Structure is collapsed onto 
itself by contractor

Clean soil is delivered 
and verified by BSEED as 

acceptable prior to backfilling 
the site

10 working-day hold period 
after notification before 
demolition can proceed

Knock down inspection is 
performed by BSEED

Contractors backfills, 
compresses and grades the fill

Contractors abates all asbestos 
per survey and third party air 

monitoring is performed during 
entire demolition process to 
ensure compliance with DEQ 

Upon confirmation that 
regulatory requirements 

are completed, contractor 
is cleared to begin active 

demolition

Wood, debris and basement/
footings are removed by 

contractor

Open Hole inspection is 
performed by BSEED

Contractor seeds site with    
grass seed

Final grade inspection is 
performed by BSEED

PRE-DEMO

DEMO
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CURRENT DEMOLITION PROCESS 
(CONTINUED)

Contractor submits an invoice 
and copies of all regulatory 

documentation

CLOSEOUT

Purchasing ensures payment 
voucher is completed and 

grant funds are processed via 
city and HUD Lis Pendens is filed to attempt 

recovery of city-incurred 
demolition costs

Planning and Development 
(payor) reviews invoice and 
regulatory documentation

Planning and Development 
closes out permit

Contractor is paid, from invoice 
submission to invoice payment, 

should take 30-45 days

Planning and Development 
processes invoice

Planning and Development 
and Purchasing Department 

ensures funds are reconciled to 
funding source

Job folder is assembled and 
audited against checklist by 
Planning and Development 

and Purchasing Department to 
ensure conformance with HUD 
content and record retention 

regulations

Internal city systems are 
verified to contain all 

processed data

DEMOLITION IS 
COMPLETE
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ACCESS FOR ALL is a 
workforce development 
program whose 

purpose is to bring innovation to 
“pre-apprenticeship” programming. 

AMERICAN LAND TITLE 
ASSOCIATION is the national 
trade association of title insurance 
companies.

ARCHITECTURAL SALVAGE 
WAREHOUSE OF DETROIT is 
a nonprofit organization focused 
on keeping building materials out 
of landfills through architectural 
salvage with a mission of promoting: 
environmental sustainability, 
job creation and training, and 
preservation and conservation.

BLEXTING is the 
mobile survey 
application that was 

used for the Motor City Mapping 
Survey.  Blexting is a combination of 
“Blight” and “Texting”.  

THE BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK 
FORCE (TASK FORCE) is a public-
private partnership committed to 
developing a straightforward and 
detailed implementation plan to 
remove every blighted, vacant or 
abandoned residential structure, 
commercial structure, and public 
building, and clear every neglected 
vacant lot in the City of Detroit as 
quickly as possible.  The Task Force 
was established by Federal, State of 
Michigan and City of Detroit leaders.

BRIGHTMOOR ALLIANCE is a 
coalition of organizations dedicated 
to serving northwest Detroit’s 
Brightmoor community.  The Alliance 
was established in 2000 in response 
to conditions in the community, 
including poor housing, a high crime 
rate, and a staggering amount of 
vacant land.  The Alliance supports 
community organizations engaged 
in combating deterioration of the 
Brightmoor community, providing 
job training, educational and housing 
opportunities for economically 
disadvantaged youth and residents of 
the community.

The COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT 
BLOCK GRANT 

PROGRAM (CDBG) is a  program  
that provides communities with 
resources to address a wide range 
of unique community development 
needs and is funded through the U.S. 
Housing and Urban Development 
Department.

A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
CORPORATION (CDC) is a nonprofit, 
community based organization 
focused on revitalizing the area in 
which they are located by providing 
programs, offering services, and 
engaging in other activities that 
promote and support community 
development.

A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
FINANCIAL INSTITUTION (CDFI) 
is a financial institution which 
provides credit and financial services 
to underserved markets. CDFIs 
are certified by the Community 
Development Financial Institutions 
Fund at the U.S. Department of the 
Treasury, which provides funds to 
CDFIs through a variety of programs.

CENTER FOR COMMUNITY 
PROGRESS is a nonprofit 
organization focused on ensuring 
that communities have the vision, 
knowledge and systems available to 
transform blighted, vacant and other 
problem properties into assets.

CHANCE FOR LIFE is a nonprofit 
organization created to promote 
community safety by offering 
a progressive transformational 
workforce development program 
that prepares previously incarcerated 
individuals for a successful transition 
into their communities.

The CITY OF DETROIT ASSESSOR’S 
OFFICE is responsible for appraising 
real estate and assessing a property 
tax on properties located in the City 
of Detroit. 

The CITY OF DETROIT BUILDINGS, 
SAFETY ENVIRONMENT, AND 
ENGINEERING DEPARTMENT 
(BSEED) administers and enforces 
construction and environmental 
codes and regulates the construction 
and alteration of buildings in the city.  
It is also responsible for inspecting 
dangerous buildings and if necessary, 
demolishing them.

GLOSSARY][
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The CITY OF DETROIT CLERK’S 
OFFICE is responsible for 
administering oaths, taking affidavits, 
serving as Clerk to City Council, Chief 
Elections Officer of the City, and is 
custodian of the Corporate Seal.  
The City Clerk maintains the record 
of the City Council and City Code 
of Ordinances and exercises other 
powers and duties as provided by 
law.

The CITY OF DETROIT 
DEPARTMENT OF 
ADMINISTRATIVE HEARINGS 
(DAH) is a quasi-judicial body that 
adjudicates blight violations in 
Detroit.

The CITY OF DETROIT 
DEPARTMENT OF 
NEIGHBORHOODS (DON) is a 
new Cabinet department created 
by Mayor Duggan to bring together 
many of the disparate agencies and 
offices of the city that directly affect 
Detroit’s neighborhoods. It also 
serves to coordinate the services and 
activities of other agencies that touch 
on the neighborhoods, by convening 
them regularly to coordinate their 
services on a particular topic. 

The CITY OF DETROIT 
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC 
WORKS (DPW) is responsible for 
providing essential environmental 
and infrastructure services, 
thereby ensuring a safe and clean 
environment for customers in a cost-
efficient manner.

The CITY OF DETROIT 
DEPARTMENT OF RECREATION is 
responsible for the quality of service 
in the management of parks and 
leisure facilities.

The CITY OF DETROIT LAW 
DEPARTMENT is responsible for 
delivering legal counseling and 
representation to the executive 
and legislative branches of city 
government as mandated by the 
City Charter, including provision of 
advice and opinions; preparation 
of legislative ordinances and 
resolutions; prosecution and defense 
of all legal actions for an against the 
City; prosecution of Charter and City 
ordinance violations; and preparation 
and/or approval of all City contracts, 
bonds and other written instruments.

The CITY OF DETROIT 
PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 
DEPARTMENT is a part of the Jobs 
and Economy Team and is tasked 
with planning and with real estate 
and housing development and 
services within the city.

CITY ORDINANCE 290-H is a City 
of Detroit ordinance which gives 
city building inspectors flexibility 
to determine whether a property is 
dangerous. It applies to vacant, open 
and dangerous structures, but does 
not include inhabited homes.

The COMMUNITY REINVESTMENT 
ACT (CRA) is a U.S. federal law which 
requires that commercial banks and 
savings associations lend and invest 
in the communities in which they are 
located, including low and moderate 
income neighborhoods.

The COMMUNITY RESTORATION 
CORPORATION (CRC) is a national 
nonprofit organization created by the 
Housing Partnership Network and 
National Community Stabilization 
Trust to address the very low value of  
distressed assets in neighborhoods of 
greatest need prior to a foreclosure 
sale and create flexible options for 
the optimal future disposition of 
these properties.

DATA DRIVEN 
DETROIT (D3) is an 
affiliate of the Michigan 

Nonprofit Association  that provides 
accessible, high-quality information 
and analysis to drive informed 
decisions.

DEEP DIVE DETROIT is an 
organization which fosters important 
conversations on uncomfortable 
topics between disparate groups.  

The DETROIT BUILDING 
AUTHORITY (DBA) is the agency 
responsible for construction and 
maintenance of city-owned buildings 
with newly expanded responsibilities 
under Mayor Duggan including 
acting as the manager of demolition 
contracting for all city departments, 
and on a contract basis for the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority.

The DETROIT DATA 
COLLABORATIVE is a public-private 
partnership between the Detroit 
Office of Foreclosure Prevention 
and Response, Community Legal 
Resources  and Data Driven Detroit  
created to mine data related to 
Detroit residential real estate.  

The DETROIT ECONOMIC 
GROWTH CORPORATION (DEGC) 
is a nonprofit quasi-governmental 
agency responsible for economic 
development in Detroit. It is run by 
an independent Board of Directors 
and is not subject to the civil service, 
procurement or other regulations 
that apply to the city or the state. 
The DEGC provides various financing 
tools and other programs to 
accomplish its mission.
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The DETROIT EMERGENCY 
MANAGER, Kevyn Orr, was 
appointed by the Governor 
of Michigan and the Michigan 
Department of Treasury and derives 
his authority under Public Act 
436 of 2012, the Local Financial 
Stability and Choice Act.  The role 
is to remedy the financial distress 
of the City of Detroit by requiring, 
using available resources, prudent 
fiscal management and an efficient 
provision of municipal services by 
exercising the necessary authority 
conferred to take appropriate action 
on behalf of the city and its residents.

The DETROIT EMPLOYMENT 
SOLUTIONS CORPORATION 
(DESC) provides employers with 
access to  Detroit jobseekers 
with a wide range of job-related 
services (including screening and 
training) through partnerships with 
community-based and faith-based 
organizations.

DETROIT FUTURE CITY (DFC) is 
the entity which released the Detroit 
Future City Strategic Framework in 
2013, which is a detailed long term 
guide for decision-making on land 
use by all of the stakeholders in 
the City. The Strategic Framework 
was created through a 24-month 
long public process that drew upon 
interactions among Detroit residents 
and civic leaders from both the 
nonprofit and for-profit sectors.

The DETROIT LAND BANK 
AUTHORITY is a nonprofit quasi-
governmental agency that was 
created by contract between the 
State of Michigan and the City of 
Detroit. It is run by an independent 
Board of Directors and is not subject 
to the civil service, procurement or 
other regulations that apply to the 
city or the state. In addition, under 
Michigan’s Land Bank Fast Track Act, 
it has special powers to assemble 
and dispose of properties in the city 
in a coordinated way, as required to 
stabilize neighborhoods and promote 
growth.

The DETROIT MASTER PLAN OF 
POLICIES sets forth a citywide 
comprehensive long-range strategy. 
The document is intended to be 
both long range and visionary and 
provide guidance for actions to be 
taken in the next ten years. The City 
of Detroit’s Charter mandates that 
the mayor shall propose and the city 
council shall approve, a master plan 
of policies for the social, economic 
and physical development and 
conservation of the city.

DETROIT OFFICE OF 
FORECLOSURE PREVENTION 
AND RESPONSE is an independent 
public-private agency that serves 
as a centralized clearinghouse 
to share tools, resources, and 
recommendations to leverage 
and enhance the work of partners 
throughout the City of Detroit to 
reduce the effects of the foreclosure 
crisis on families and neighborhoods.

DETROIT ORDINANCE 290-H is 
the city ordinance which governs the 
demolition and deconstruction of 
dangerous and abandoned structures 
in the City of Detroit.

The DETROIT REGISTERED 
APPRENTICE PROGRAM (D-RAP) 
is a training program through the 
Detroit Employment Solutions 
Corporation (DESC) designed to 
assist Detroit’s economic recovery 
enabling workers to acquire technical 
skills.

The DETROIT RESIDENTIAL 
PARCEL SURVEY was a survey 
conducted by the Data Collaborative 
in 2009 which surveyed 343,000 
residential parcels in Detroit.  The 
survey contained information on 
building type, condition, vacancy, fire 
damage, and open and dangerous 
conditions.  The result was a baseline 
for neighborhood organizations, 
foundations and city departments to 
use in planning.

The DETROIT TRAINING CENTER 
(DTC) specializes in offering 
customized vocational programs 
of study, tailored to meet the 
needs of individuals, contractors, 
governmental, and non-profit 
organizations.  

The DETROIT WATER AND 
SEWERAGE DEPARTMENT (DWSD) 
is a public utility and is one of the 
largest water and sewer utilities in 
the United States.

DISTRICT MANAGERS AND 
ASSISTANT DISTRICT MANAGERS 
have been appointed for each of 
the City Council Districts. These new 
positions report to the Department of 
Neighborhoods and are responsible 
for establishing and maintaining 
constant communication between the 
city and the community groups, block 
clubs, neighborhood organizations 
and faith-based groups in their 
districts, as well as with their Council 
member and staff. They must attend 
the regularly scheduled meetings of 
these organizations, and be prepared 
to brief them on the activities of any 
city agency or department in their 
neighborhood, to take questions and 
solicit comments on those activities 
and city policies, and to convey their 
district’s views back to the city and its 
agencies.

DTE ENERGY is a public utility which 
provides electric services to the 
Detroit’s residents, and is involved in 
the development and management 
of a diversified set of energy related 
businesses and services nationwide. 

ECOWORKS is a 
Detroit-based nonprofit 
organization which 

provides energy efficiency, green 
building and sustainability services 
to residents, businesses, local 
governments and professionals.
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FANNIE MAE is the 
common name given 
to the Federal National 

Mortgage Association (FNMA).  
Fannie Mae is the leading secondary 
market purchaser of residential 
mortgage loans in the U.S.  and is a 
major driver of the nation’s housing 
finance system. 

FEDERAL EMERGENCY 
MANAGEMENT AGENCY (FEMA) 
is an agency of the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security tasked with 
coordinating responses to disasters 
that happen within the United States 
and overwhelms local and state 
resources.  FEMA supports citizens 
and first responders to work together 
to build, sustain, and improve 
capacity to prepare for, protect 
against, respond to, recover from, 
and mitigate all hazards.

FIRE INSURANCE WITHHOLDING 
PROGRAM (ESCROW FUND)  
provides municipalities some 
financial protection against the 
cost of clearing up a damaged 
structure following a fire loss.  The 
Fund requires insurance companies 
to give municipalities twenty-five 
percent of the insurance proceeds for 
each burned-out house within their 
boundaries, up to $6,000 if an owner 
fails to raze their house.

FOCUS: HOPE  is a nonprofit  
organization based in Detroit focused 
primarily on food distribution to low-
income individuals and a variety of 
workforce development programs. 

The HARDEST HIT 
FUNDS PROGRAM is 
a national program to 

develop locally-tailored programs 
to assist struggling homeowners in 
their communities. The programs 
are being funded through a $7.6 
billion fund established by the United 
States Department of Treasury. The 
funds are geared toward 18 states 
which were hit particularly hard 
by the mortgage crisis, including 
Michigan. The Michigan program is 
administered by the Michigan State 
Housing Development Authority.

The HOUSING PARTNERSHIP 
NETWORK is a peer network and 
business cooperative of  affordable 
housing nonprofits in the United 
States which aims to build affordable 
homes and vibrant communities 
for low- and moderate-income 
people through partnerships with 
the member organizations, the 
business sector, government, and 
philanthropic institutions.

The JOBS AND 
ECONOMY TEAM 
was created by Mayor 

Duggan to gather together all of 
the agencies and departments in 
the city with the responsibility of 
creating jobs and spurring economic 
development. 

LIS PENDENS is a 
written notice that a 
lawsuit has been filed 

concerning real estate, involving 
either the title to the property or a 
claimed ownership interest in it. The 
notice is usually filed in the county 
land records office, which alerts a 
potential purchaser or lender that the 
property’s title is in question, which 
makes the property less attractive to 
a buyer or lender.

LOVELAND TECHNOLOGIES is a 
Detroit based technology company 
which develops interactive property 
mapping systems to gather and 
present public information about 
properties in clear, actionable ways.  

The MAXIMIZING 
COMMUNITY 
IMPACT TOOL 

(MCI) is a software tool designed 
to assist planners in prioritizing 
geographic areas for blight removal. 
The tool utilizes the Motor City 
Mapping data and additional data 
to combine information about 
property ownership and condition, 
neighborhood occupancy, housing 
market activity and foreclosures.

MCL 600.2819 is the State of 
Michigan statute which provides that 
a judgment lien cannot be foreclosed 
upon.  This statute codifies PA-192.

The MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT 
OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY 
(MDEQ) is the state government 
office responsible for managing and 
regulating Michigan’s air, land and 
water resources.  

MICHIGAN COMMUNITY 
RESOURCES is a non-profit 
organization which provides 
comprehensive support for low-
income communities in Michigan, 
including legal, policy, education, 
outreach, planning and technical 
skills.

The MICHIGAN HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION NETWORK is a 
statewide nonprofit organization 
that advocates for the recognition 
and preservation of cultural and 
architectural heritage.

MICHIGAN NONPROFIT 
ASSOCIATION is a statewide 
membership organization dedicated 
to serving the  nonprofit sector 
through civic engagement, capacity-
building, data and technology, 
training and advocacy. 

MICHIGAN OCCUPATIONAL 
SAFETY AND HEALTH 
ADMINISTRATION (MIOSHA) 
is Michigan’s regulatory body 
responsible for assuring safe 
and healthful working conditions 
for working men and women in 
Michigan.  
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The MICHIGAN PUBLIC SERVICE 
COMMISSION (MPSC) is a 
regulatory agency responsible for 
overseeing public utilities in Michigan

MICHIGAN STATE HOUSING 
DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY 
(MSHDA) provides financial and 
technical assistance through public 
and private partnerships with the 
goal of creating and preserving safe 
and decent affordable housing. 

MOTOR CITY MAPPING is a 
comprehensive city-wide survey that 
gathered detailed  information on 
the condition of every one of the 
City of Detroit’s parcels.  The data 
was collected via a citywide physical 
survey, where the surveyors visited 
and photographed the front of each 
property and answered a series of 
questions related to the properties’ 
physical condition based on what 
they could observe.

The NATIONAL 
COMMUNITY 
STABILIZATION 

TRUST (NCST) is a national nonprofit 
organization that works with the 
nation’s largest financial institutions 
and local housing providers to give 
the housing providers ways to acquire 
foreclosed and abandoned properties 
from the financial institutions. The 
Trust was formed in 2008 to assist 
local communities in weathering the 
foreclosure crisis and to stabilize 
distressed neighborhoods.

NATIONAL EMISSION 
STANDARDS FOR HAZARDOUS 
AIR POLLUTANTS (NESHAP) 
are stationary source standards 
for hazardous air pollutants. 
Hazardous air pollutants (HAPs) are 
those pollutants that are known 
or suspected to cause cancer or 
other serious health effects, such as 
reproductive effects or birth defects, 
or adverse environmental effects.

NEXTENERGY is a nonprofit 
organization focused on driving 
advanced energy investment 
and job creation in Michigan.  
NextEnergy focuses on advanced 
energy technology demonstration 
and commercialization, and utilizes 
analytical tools to assess market 
trends, technology innovation, policy 
and investment strategies.

NEIGHBORHOOD STABILIZATION 
PROGRAM (NSP) grants were 
established for the purpose of 
stabilizing communities that have 
suffered from foreclosures and 
abandonment through the purchase 
and redevelopment of foreclosed and 
abandoned homes and residential 
properties.

The NUISANCE ABATEMENT 
PROGRAM of the Detroit Land Bank 
files common law nuisance lawsuits 
against private owners in the city who 
have abandoned their properties with 
the goal of abating the nuisance by 
taking the title of the property. 

The OFFICE OF THE 
MAYOR of the City 
of Detroit is the chief 

executive of the city and, as provided 
by the Charter, has control and is 
accountable for the executive branch 
of city government.  The Mayor is 
elected by and is accountable to the 
citizens of the city.  While the City of 
Detroit is under the supervision of 
an Emergency Manager, the Mayor’s 
powers and responsibilities are 
limited to operations only and not 
financial or public safety. 

PA-192 is a State 
of Michigan statute 
that authorizes local 

government to foreclose on property 
owned by a person who has failed 
to pay fines imposed for blight 
violations.

The PLAN FOR THE ADJUSTMENT 
OF DEBTS OF THE CITY 
OF DETROIT (“PLAN OF 
ADJUSTMENT”)  is the plan which 
provides for the treatment of the 
various  classes of creditors’ claims 
against the city under the bankruptcy 
proceedings. The city proposes the 
plan, and the bankruptcy court then 
must confirm the plan in accordance 
with the bankruptcy laws. The court’s 
confirmation leads to the city’s 
emergence from bankruptcy.

PRESERVATION DETROIT is a 
Detroit-based nonprofit organization 
dedicated to preserving, promoting 
and protecting Detroit’s cultural 
and architectural heritage through 
education, advocacy, research and 
awareness campaigns.

RECLAIM DETROIT 
was founded in 2011 
as a part of EcoWorks 

and centers around deconstruction 
efforts to divert as much material 
from Detroit’s structures from landfills 
as possible.

REQUEST FOR PROPOSAL (RFP) 
is a solicitation made by an entity 
looking to procure a product or 
service, asking potential suppliers 
to submit bids or proposals. The 
RFP process brings structure to the 
procurement decision.

ROCK VENTURES FAMILY OF 
COMPANIES is portfolio of over 100 
businesses located in 15 different 
states ranging from sports and 
entertainment businesses (like the 
National Basketball Association’s 
Cleveland Cavaliers and Detroit’s 
Greektown Casino) to Quicken Loans, 
the largest online mortgage lender 
in the country, to innovative Internet 
startups and cutting edge digital 
marketing companies. Dan Gilbert 
is the majority owner of most of the 
Rock Ventures businesses.

N ][

P ][

O ][

R ][

333CHAPTER 13: GLOSSARY332 [ BLIGHT REMOVAL TASK FORCE PLAN ] 



SB 0295 is a proposed 
amendment to the State 
of Michigan’s General 

Property Tax Act which would 
preclude a bidder from bidding on 
foreclosed property if the bidder 
had unpaid fines for violating local 
blight or nuisance ordinances. It also 
requires bidders to pre-register two 
weeks before a sale, and certify that 
they didn’t own foreclosed property 
in the previous three tax years.

SERVICE EMPLOYMENT 
REDEVELOPMENT (SER) METRO-
DETROIT is a training program in 
Detroit that focuses on providing 
skills training and placement of 
consumers into unsubsidized 
employment in the private sector 
and in providing employers with a 
diverse, qualified workforce.  

SOUTHEAST MICHIGAN COUNCIL 
OF GOVERNMENTS (SEMCOG) 
is a regional planning partnership 
in southeast. Michigan established 
in 1968 whose membership is 
comprised of local government 
entities.

The SPRINGWELLS PROJECT was 
a Detroit Future City sponsored 
partial deconstruction pilot project 
in Southwest Detroit, Springwells 
Village neighborhood which 
included 10 structures. The purpose 
was to evaluate the benefits 
of deconstruction generally on 
damaged structures, and specifically 
on deconstruction as it relates 
to Detroit’s unique inventory of 
vacant, open, and dangerous 
buildings and to identify obstacles, 
benchmark productivity and establish 
metrics, while also understanding 
the implications of ambient lead 
dispersals associated with these 
activities.

STAHELIN BLOCK ASSOCIATION is 
a neighbor based block club located 
on Detroit’s northwest side of town 
generally bounded by the Southfield 
Freeway and Joy Road.

STEP FORWARD MICHIGAN is a 
series of forgivable loan programs 
administered by the Michigan 
Homeowner Assistance Nonprofit 
Housing Corporation acting 
through the Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority designed 
to help Michigan homeowners who 
have had a financial hardship. The 
programs are funded through the 
Hardest Hit Fund.

The STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 
TRIAGE TOOL (SATT) is a software 
tool designed to objectively 
evaluate and analyze structural 
data (e.g. environmental data, 
degree of damage), along with the 
information obtained through Motor 
City Mapping to assist planners in 
determining specifically what type of 
action (if any) needs to occur for each 
property.

THE BLIGHT 
AUTHORITY is a 
privately owned, 

nonprofit company formed in 2013 to 
manage the clearance of blight. The 
Blight Authority focuses on removal 
of blighted structures, as well as 
debris and overgrown brush.

THE KRESGE FOUNDATION is 
a private, national philanthropic 
foundation that works to expand 
opportunities in America’s cities 
through grant making and investing 
in arts and culture, education, 
environment, health, human services, 
community development and place-
based efforts in Detroit.

THE SKILLMAN FOUNDATION is 
a private philanthropic foundation 
which works to improve the lives of 
Detroit’s children. The Foundation 
focuses on education, safety, 
social innovation, neighborhoods, 
community leadership and youth 
development.

The U.S. DEPARTMENT 
OF HOUSING 
AND URBAN 

DEVELOPMENT (HUD) is a cabinet 
level  department of the federal 
government focusing on creating 
strong, sustainable, inclusive 
communities and quality affordable 
homes for all. 

The U.S. DEPARTMENT OF 
TREASURY is a cabinet level 
department of the federal 
government which promotes 
economic growth through policies to 
support job creation, investment and 
economic stability. The Department 
of Treasury also oversees the 
production of coins and currency, 
the disbursement of payments 
to the public, tax collection and 
management of the funds to run the 
federal government.

The U.S. ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION AGENCY is an agency 
of the federal government with a 
purpose of protecting human health 
and the environment through the 
creation and regulation of laws.  

UNITED STREETS NETWORKING 
AND PLANNING BUILDING A 
COMMUNITY (U-SNAP-BAC) is 
a consortium of community and 
business organizations, working 
together to empower residents 
to impact the future of Detroit’s 
Eastside.  U-SNAP-BAC focuses 
on promoting economic growth 
and neighborhood improvement 
through coalition building, resource 
development, joint planning and 
programming.
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The UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN 
GINSBERG CENTER is a service-
learning center that offers a variety of 
programs and services for University 
of Michigan students and faculty to 
learn through community service and 
civic participation.

The VACANT 
PROPERTY 
COALITION OF 

DETROIT is facilitated by the 
Michigan Community Resources 
(MCR) to coordinate strategies 
to address the impact of vacant 
properties in Detroit.  

The OFFICE OF THE 
WAYNE COUNTY 
TREASURER is 

responsible to the people of Wayne 
County for the administration of the 
Property Tax Collection, and  for 
receipt, custody, investment and 
disbursement of all County funds. 

WAYNE STATE UNIVERSITY 
CENTER FOR URBAN STUDIES is a 
program at Wayne State University, 
located in Detroit, which focuses 
on providing innovative responses 
to urban challenges. The Center 
conducts and disseminates research, 
develops policies and programs, and 
provides training, capacity-building, 
and technical assistance.
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