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Recently Passed Millages in 

Sterling Heights

 Millage Adjustment 1.9 mill (2010) = $9.4 million 

per yr. 

 Safe Streets (2013), $10 million = $10 million per 

yr.

 Recreating Recreation (2016) = $4 million per yr.  



The “Why”



Financial  Strategy Update

Sustaining Excellence in 

Sterling Heights



EXPENDITURE SAVINGS: ANNUAL SAVINGS

Eliminated 201 full-time positions $15.9 million

Wage & benefit contract savings 15% $6.2 million

Reduced overtime costs $2.3 million

Increased employee health care $1.5 million

co-pays and deductibles

Reduced future retiree health care costs $1.5 million

and eliminated benefits for new hires

Outsourced Custodial, Detention & Dispatch $1.6 million 

Program cuts & vendor savings $2.1 million 

Eliminated fixed pensions for general employees $0.5 million 

TOTAL ANNUAL SAVINGS:                                         $32.8 million

Reduced existing fixed pensions for all $1.2 million

employees & eliminated Public Safety DROP



RETIREE HEALTH CARE:

• Retirees that have health care will have to pay increased deductibles,

• New hires do not receive retiree health care.

• Approximate $50 million in actuarial savings over time.

Pension and Retirement Benefit Reform

co-pays and premium sharing.  Health care may also change
in retirement.



RETIREMENT PENSION SAVINGS:

• 80% reduction in leave banks paid out that are utilized in 

• Increased employee contribution from 5% to 8% of wages.

• Multiplier reduced from 2.3% to 2% for service earned on

Pension and Retirement Benefit Reform

and after July 1, 2013.

DEFINED BENEFIT

pension calculations reduced pension by 10%.

• Elimination of Police and Fire DROP.

• New hires in Police and Fire will have a pension multiplier

reduced from 2.8% to 2%.  They are not eligible for Social
Security. 



RETIREMENT PENSION SAVINGS:

• City contribution has been reduced from 7% to 4% of wages.

• Defined Benefit will continue to be phased out over time

Pension and Retirement Benefit Reform

and replaced by the DC Plan.  DC Plan started in 1997.

DEFINED CONTRIBUTION



Implementing the final phase of the 

City’s financial strategy is critical if 

priority services are to be retained.
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Property Tax Comparison

• Lowest of any city in Macomb 

County

• 2.5 mills below next lowest city in 

Macomb County

• 4.0 mills below average of all 

Michigan cities (50,000 population)

• 8.2 mills below average of all 

Macomb County cities

STERLING HEIGHTS TAX RATE:

• Lower than 90% of all Michigan 

cities



Average Homeowner’s Tax Bill

Remains Lower Than in 2002
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Average property tax bill has decreased by $449 or 16.2% since 2007.





Sterling Heights 2012 Survey

Clearly, vast majority of respondents do not want to see additional layoffs of police & 

fire personnel

Performance is good (> 81%)

Current staffing important (> 90%)

Response times important (> 93%)

Feel safe (92%)

Some concern that maintaining current staffing levels will cause taxes to increase 

(11.1%)

 Key Results – keep police & fire staffing at current levels

Yes
11.1%

No
74.1%

Neutral
14.8%

Layoff Additional  Police & Fire



Sterling Heights 2012 Survey

About half of respondents support (to some degree) a millage rate increase to maintain 

current police & fire staffing levels

• 25% “strongly” support this measure

• Almost a quarter (23%) are neutral

• About a quarter (27%) oppose this measure 13.8% “strongly” disagree

 Key Results – some support for millage rate increase

Yes
50.6%

No
26.6%

Neutral
22.8%

Increase Millage Rate







Timing is Key

 Current financial picture of the community as it 

stands at time of election

 Consider voting demographic in Presidential, 

Gubernatorial or Local elections



Framing the Issue

• Have community leaders been discussing the topic 

as of late?

• Has there been public comment on the topic? 

• Is the community aware of the issue at hand?

• Strategic Planning presentation



 Community Relations Director, Bridget 

Kozlowski played a major role 

developing the City’s Communication 

Plan required to successfully pass the 

millages.  



Communication Plan

 Develop recognizable proposal name and 
corresponding logo for easy recognition

 Consider each subset of voters and how they 
receive information

 Traditional print media

 Signage at public buildings, city events

 Social media platforms

 In-person public forums

 “Going to where people are”

 Plan for public education on the topic to be heavy 
for at least six months prior to election





Should this
station be 
closed?

VOTE NOVEMBER 5th

SafeStreets Information: www.sterling-heights.net



LADDER LADDER













Example: Water billing insert



Example: Dedicated 

Webpage



Example: Online tax calculator



Example: Using concrete data

to tell the story



Example: Video storytelling

“RECREATING RECREATION IN STERLING HEIGHTS”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SQeI-KjIHrs



Public Forums and  

Interaction

 Three (3) traditional, interactive public forums (day 

and night start times)

 “New Resident Forum” presentation

 Presence at City events (Sterlingfest, National 

Night Out, DPW Open House, etc.)

 State of the City Address 



Media Outreach

 Along with regular press releases or news bites on 

the topic, reach out to local and regional Editorial 

Boards

 Meetings with Editorial Boards signify the City’s 

willingness to educate the public and be 

transparent on the topic

 Even if you don’t receive an endorsement, you’re 

aiding in the communication on the millage 

proposal, clarifying questions/misconceptions, 

promoting accurate coverage



Encouraging Engagement



Encouraging Engagement



Using Feedback  

 What are you hearing at in-person and online 

forums?

 Are there rumors, misconceptions or items that 

need clarification?

 Use feedback to pivot and respond when needed

 Pool example: Recreating Recreation plan did not 

include a pool, but after feedback, the City sought 

an opportunity with Warren to share facility



Anticipate snags… and re-adjust

 Water rate 

increase in 

September 2016 

led to outcry

 Removed “VOTE” 

flyer in water bills 

for final cycle



Approaching the Business 

Community

 Connect with Chamber of Commerce, DDA and 

major businesses in the community to begin telling 

your story

 Set up formal meeting with full presentation

 Ask business leaders to consider public 

endorsement of millage if they support



What a Business Community 

Endorsement Means

 Business community pays enormous amount of 

taxes, specifically manufacturing in Sterling 

Heights

 A possible endorsement from business community 

could carry heavy weight with residents and other 

businesses when considering the measure

 Helps to build open lines of communication, allows 

city to adjust educational messaging if needed



What does this mean for the 

business community?

• Increased tax revenue

• Increased prices and perceived product quality

• Attraction of key demographics

• A healthier workforce



Lessons Learned

 Consider the timing of your millage (financial outlook, 
election type, etc.)

 Begin the conversation early, even years before the 
proposal to take community temperature

 Develop identifiable marketing plan geared to reach 
residents of all ages, demographics, ethnicities

 Encourage resident engagement through as many 
forums as possible and use feedback to shape Q&A, 
messaging

 Remind residents to VOTE! as much as possible as the 
election draws nearer




