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PLANNING AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT UNDER THE DETROIT CHARTER 

By 
Professor John E. Mogk, Wayne State University Law School* 

Planning and economic development are two of the most important City Charter functions, helping to 
shape the city’s future physical and economic environment.  During the first 20 years, planning and eco-
nomic development provisions of the Charter have not been strictly followed, shortcomings in wording 
have been exposed and important questions of interpretation have been raised.  If the City were the subject 
today of widespread private growth and investments these Charter issues might be viewed as insignificant 
in comparison with improving prosperity and community life. However, the City is experiencing major dis-
investment and deterioration, requiring the most effective City government response possible to reverse the 
decline.  Under these conditions, the City structure and process, as established in the Charter, must be ei-
ther strictly followed, modified or replaced, so that all responsible agencies and branches of government 
have a common, understood and coordinated responsibility in revitalizing the City. 

Introduction 

Within the bounds of state law and the Michi-
gan Constitution, the 1974 Home Rule Charter 
of the City of Detroit (“Charter”) defines the 
structure of local government, its powers and 
limitations.  It includes a Declaration of Rights 
in the people of Detroit: 

The people have a right to expect aggres-
sive action by the City’s officers in seek-
ing to provide residents with decent hous-
ing; excellence in education; Job 
opportunities; clean air, clean waterways 
and a sanitary City; proper care for all 
physical or mental health problems; reli-
able, convenient and comfortable trans-
portation; recreational facilities and or-

ganized programs of recreational 
activities; and cultural enrichment, includ-
ing libraries and art and historical muse-
ums. 

Planning and economic development go hand in 
hand.  Logically, planning is performed first, 
followed by economic development.  The Char-
ter requires the preparation of a Master Plan 
(Section 8-101), which must comply with the 
Michigan Municipal Planning Act (M.C.L.A. 
125.36). The Master Plan coordinates public 
and private investment and assures, to the extent 
possible, that all persons understand a common 
set of goals and objectives being pursued in fur-
therance of a defined vision for the City’s fu-
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ture.  Sound planning is central to successful ur-
ban revitalization. 

The 1918 Charter placed planning under the con-
trol of a Planning Commissions whose major du-
ties included long range and current planning, 
zoning and urban renewal.  Although the Mayor 
appointed the Planning Commissioners, the Plan-
ning Director and staff were civil servants, giving 
the Planning Commission semi-independent 
status with a staff and functions somewhat insu-
lated from the Mayor and Council.  The 1974 
Charter strengthened the office of Mayor by plac-
ing planning administration directly under the 
Mayor and making the Planning Commission an 
advisor to the City Council in performing its leg-
islative functions, including adopting and amend-
ing the Master Plan. 

Comprehensive economic development is de-
pendent upon the successful implementation of 
the Master Plan.  Public investment (federal, 
state and local) is strategically positioned in ac-
cordance with the Plan to attract private invest-
ment from within the City, as well as from out-
side.  Sustained economic development will 
occur when rational choices by private investors 
are made in the belief that investment in the 
City offers a competitive return on capital in the 
long term.  Thus, the City’s future vision em-
bodied in the Master Plan is of critical impor-
tance to the development process. 

Combined planning and economic development 
operations of any city can be compared to the 
cardiovascular system of the human body.  They 
reach into virtually every organ of a city’s struc-
ture, cutting across most branches and depart-
ments of City government.  As a result, this as-
sessment is not limited to a few isolated Charter 
provisions describing planning or development, 
but addresses the working relationships among 
departments and across branches of government 
as well.  Today, the Planning Department, Plan-
ning Commission, Community and Economic 
Development Department, Department of Build-

ings and Safety Engineering, Budget Depart-
ment, Law Department, Water and Sewage De-
partment, Transportation Department, 
Consumers Affairs Department, Mayor, City 
Council, Ombudsman, and others, are all par-
ticipants in a carefully balanced network of au-
thority, responsibility and accountability, con-
trolling the City’s planning and development 
process. 

Charter Operation 

The Charter must be consistently interpreted 
and strictly followed if it is to achieve its intent 
and be effective.  Planning and economic devel-
opment, in particular, cannot achieve anticipated 
results if there is conflict in interpretation or a 
lack of adherence to the Charter’s framework. 

Charter Compliance Full compliance with the 
Charter has been a problem during the first 20 
years.  Relating specifically to planning and eco-
nomic development, the Master Plan was not 
adopted on time (Section 8-101), annual amend-
ments to the Plan have not been proposed (Sec-
tion 8-102) and the Executive Planning Council 
has not functioned (Section 6-206), as required 
by the Charter.  The Charter provides no simple 
mechanism to assure that City agencies comply 
fully with it, nor is there a clearly defined process 
to inform the voters that the Charter’s provisions 
are not being met.  The charter does allow for the 
adoption of an ordinance providing punishment 
pursuant to a criminal proceeding for persons 
who violate the Charter, a highly impractical ap-
proach (Section 9-505). 

The Charter provides that the Master Plan, or 
recommended amendments, be submitted by the 
Mayor to the City Council so that it may hold 
public hearings and make necessary modifica-
tions by December 1 annually (Sections 8-102 
and 8-103).  Compliance with this procedure 
would have meant that a Master Plan, or the 
work in progress, would have been submitted 
prior to December of 1975, but a first draft was 
not produced until 1985 and it was not until 
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1992 that a Plan was finally adopted.  More-
over, many view the plan as too vague to be 
useful in directing future public and private in-
vestment decisions. 

In addition, an Executive Planning Council is to 
be established, composed of the planning direc-
tor, and the directors of departments responsible 
for housing, commercial or industrial develop-
ment, transportation, recreation and parks, envi-
ronmental protection, human resources develop-
ment or public health, capital agenda and capital 
budget, and enforcement of codes (Section 6-
208).  The Executive Planning Council is non-
functional, having met only once in 20 years, de-
spite a Charter requirement to meet at least once 
per month (Section 6-207).  The intent of the 
1974 Charter Revision Commission was to create 
a body to ensure that all concerned interests 
would be involved in the planning process.  The 
Charter states that “the executive planning coun-
cil shall provide information to the Planning De-
partment concerning the total development needs 
of the City as well as development activities be-
ing planned or carried on within the City or af-
fecting the interests of the City.  It shall also ad-
vise the Mayor and the Planning Director in 
determining priorities, in evaluating studies, in 
formulating development proposals, and imple-
menting authorized programs and projects” (Sec-
tion 6-208). 

Since the Executive Planning Council is com-
posed of the Mayor’s department heads, the pro-
vision is criticized by some as unduly meddling 
in the Mayor’s administrative authority.  Under-
standably, the Mayor can consult with his de-
partments at any time.  Nonetheless, the likeli-
hood is that the 1974 Charter Revision 
Commission understood this intrusion and in-
tended to require regular meetings of depart-
ment heads to assure optimal coordination of the 
planning (and development) process, widely 
viewed as lacking today within the City.  Thus, 
for example, the Department of Buildings and 
Safety Engineering was unable to establish a 

Charter encouraged one-stop-service for devel-
opers (Section 7-405).  An active Executive 
Planning Council may have been helpful in se-
curing the cooperation of all departments to 
meet this goal. 

The City is experiencing disinvestment and de-
cline.  Under these conditions, full cooperation 
among all City agencies involved in planning 
and development is essential to effective revi-
talization.  Unfortunately, detrimental conflicts 
regarding Charter structure and operation have 
arisen between the City Council and the Execu-
tive.  The 1974 Charter established a “program 
budget” approach to replace the “line item 
budget” of the 1918 Charter.  A program budget 
concept means that blocks of funds are made 
available for agency programs, to be spent as 
the appropriate agency sees fit.  The Budget 
Department, however, has continued to exercise 
veto power over allocations and spending made 
within the program accounts by City agencies, 
including the City Council, with no express au-
thorization under the Charter, leading to dissen-
sion and mistrust among the executive and leg-
islative branches. 

A practical mechanism is needed to assure full 
compliance with the Charter by all City agen-
cies.  The 1974 Charter created the office of the 
Ombudsman as an independent agency, based 
on the Scandinavian model.  The Ombudsman 
functions primarily as a complaint bureau, with 
authorization to make reports to the City Coun-
cil.  The Charter provides the Ombudsman with 
the authority to investigate, but excludes from 
the Ombudsman’s jurisdiction elected officials, 
meaning the Mayor, the City Council, and the 
City Clerk.  Although the Ombudsman could 
today prepare reports on Charter compliance by 
City departments, a Charter provision requiring 
the Ombudsman to make regular (annual or bi-
annual) reports to the people covering all City 
agencies and elected officials should be consid-
ered. 
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Charter Interpretation The inability of the 
Council to get information from the Executive 
branch is an obstacle to rational Council deci-
sions on planning and economic development 
matters.  Under the 1974 Charter the basic struc-
ture of government was retained, the office of 
Mayor strengthened and distinct checks and bal-
ances established to assure accountability and 
trust among the branches and agencies of gov-
ernment.  Conflicting Charter interpretations are 
detrimental to this balance.  One principal con-
flict is the access of City Council to information 
from Executive Departments to make legislative 
decisions.  The Charter prohibits the Council 
from interfering in administration (Section 4-
112).  It requires the Council to deal with city 
officers who are subject to the direction of the 
Mayor only through the Mayor.  However, it al-
lows for direct investigations of any City agency 
(Section 4-108), following the 1918 Charter.  
The official comment of the 1974 Charter Revi-
sion Commission states that the Charter allows 
for formal inquiry and investigation, but prohib-
its City Council direction of city officers.  Can 
the City Council routinely obtain all information 
it believes is needed to perform its legislative 
function, as a check and balance on the Execu-
tive?  Where is the line to be drawn between the 
City Council dealing with department heads and 
conducting investigations?  When inquiries and 
investigations are held, can department heads be 
instructed by the Mayor not to cooperate?  Does 
the City’s balance of power turn on the power to 
subpoena?  Clarification of the intent of the 
Charter is needed and may require continuing 
interpretation.  The Ombudsman faces a similar 
information gathering problem. 

A practical approach to impartially interpreting 
the Charter should be considered.  The Corpora-
tion Counsel, who heads the Law Department, is 
authorized to “give legal advice or opinions to 
the mayor, a member of the city council, or the 
head of any agency” (Section 6-405), which can 
extend to the proper interpretation of the Char-
ter.  However, the Corporation Counsel is ap-

pointed by the Mayor, with the approval of the 
City Council, reports only to the Mayor, and 
serves at the Mayor’s pleasure (Sections 6-401).  
Many question whether the Corporation Coun-
sel can be truly objective in construing the 
original intent of the Charter under a strength-
ened Mayor form of government. 

An independent (or more independent) Corpora-
tion Counsel might be considered. The Charter 
currently provides for an independent Ombuds-
man and Auditor General. The State Attorney 
General, as an example, is independent of both 
the Governor and the State Legislature and per-
forms similar functions to the Corporation 
Counsel.  While the primary advantage of an in-
dependent Corporation Counsel is unbiased and 
consistent interpretation of the Charter and or-
dinances, there could be others.  The Charter 
provides that “[t]he corporation counsel shall 
prosecute all actions or proceedings to which 
the city is a party or in which the city has a legal 
interest, when directed to do so by the mayor” 
[emphasis added] (Section 6-403).  The State 
Attorney General has authority to prosecute le-
gal matters when requested to do so by the leg-
islature, executive, or a department head.  In the 
absence of confidence in the impartiality and 
availability of Corporation Counsel, agencies of 
government, particularly the City Council, may 
be inclined to develop their own legal expertise 
and resource base, further contributing to dupli-
cation and potential conflict within the City’s 
structure.  The City Council has retained outside 
legal counsel to represent its interests, including 
compelling the Mayor to implement the Nui-
sance Abatement Ordinance designed to address 
the abandoned housing problem in the City. 

Planning 

Problems exist based, in part, upon the language 
of the Charters with respect to (1) the vagueness 
of the City’s Master Plan and (2) the lines of au-
thority and responsibility within the City’s plan-
ning structure relating to advanced planning, cur-
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rent planning and the capital agenda and budget.  
The 1974 Charter Revision Commission pro-
vided that the Master Plan expressly involve so-
cial and economic planning, as well as physical 
planning, and that the Mayor have administrative 
control over the planning process.  The Charter 
created a Planning Department and a Community 
and Economic Development Department under 
the Mayor, each with planning responsibilities, 
and a Planning Commission as an advisor to the 
City Council.  This separation of planning func-
tion and role among three agencies of govern-
ment is unique in the State. 

The City’s Master Plan prepared by the Plan-
ning Department, submitted by the Mayor, ap-
proved by the Planning Commission and 
adopted by the City Council is widely criticized 
as being too vague to be useful.  Arguably, it 
complies with the Charter, but not with the spirit 
and intent of the Michigan Municipal Planning 
Act.  The Charter requires only that “the Master 
Plan be a set of guidelines to assist the Mayor 
and others in proposing, and the City Council in 
evaluating and implementing, specific proposals 
for the total development of the City and its 
residents” (Section 8-104).  The Plan itself 
states that it was drafted “following the instruc-
tions of the charter...,” was intended to be vague 
with little detail and that the detailed plans will 
be found in the five year capital agenda, de-
partment plans, the annual budget, major project 
and program plans, ordinances, and private 
plans (Master Plan of Policies-Summary Edi-
tion, 1989, p. 5).  The Michigan Municipal 
Planning Act, on the other hand, specifically 
sets forth standards for what is to be contained 
in the City’s Master Plan: The location and ex-
tent of all public facilities, utilities, parks, and 
community centers; the general character, ex-
tent, and layout of replanning and redevelop-
ment of blighted areas; and a zoning plan which 
controls the height, area, bulk, location, and use 
of buildings and premises (M.C.L.A. 125.36). 
The Act expressly requires a more detailed vi-
sion for the physical development of the City. 

Currently, the City appears to follow an “oppor-
tunity planning” approach, embracing maximum 
flexibility.  The Master Plan declares that maxi-
mum flexibility is required in order to deal with 
changes in public needs, unexpected opportuni-
ties, and unforeseen social and economic 
changes.  A detailed Master Plan, it is argued, 
would have a chilling effect on prospective pro-
jects which do not fit.  This approach, however, 
(1) leaves most of the public and private sector 
guessing while prospective projects gestate and 
(2) disregards that the Master Plan can be rou-
tinely revised or amended (the Charter mandates 
annual amendments to keep the Master Plan 
current (Section 8-102).  The requirement of a 
more detailed Master Plan in the Charter, based 
upon a policies plan, supported by a future land 
use map and infrastructure map, would (1) force 
City planners to develop a realistic vision for 
the City’s future, (2) more effectively guide the 
public and private sector development of the 
City toward accomplishing the vision, and (3) 
better coordinate neighborhood-based planning 
and development activities with those of the 
City.  Today, a number of neighborhoods, often 
hiring professional consultants with external 
funding, are independently developing area-
wide plans of their own, further fragmenting the 
City’s planning process. 

The distinction between advance planning and 
current planning is not clearly drawn in the 
Charter.  Both were the responsibility of the 
Planning Commission under the 1918 Charter.  
Today the Planning Department has the respon-
sibility for information and studies done on “de-
velopment matters,” entitled “advance plan-
ning” in the Charter (Section 6-202) and may 
assign responsibility for “current planning” to 
any agency (Section 6203).  The Planning 
Commission is to advise the City Council on 
“development matters” (Section 4-402).  The 
Community and Economic Development De-
partment is authorized to propose, administer 
and carry out “projects” (Section 7-501) often 
involving current planning.  Advanced planning 
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and current planning are not well coordinated.  
This contributes to criticism in some quarters 
that today’s planning is slow, fragmented and 
contentious, when compared with planning un-
der the 1918 Charter.  Moreover, the advisory 
role of the Planning Commission is not defined 
in the Charter or well understood.  Reportedly 
the belated adoption of the Master Plan resulted, 
in part, from the Planning Department and 
Planning Commission not agreeing on the 
Plants format. 

Responsibilities for the capital agenda and the 
capital budget are obscured by the Charter.  
Both the capital agenda and budget must be 
consistent with the Master Plan for development 
to work as planned.  Both the Planning and 
Budget Departments have responsibility, al-
though the Mayor is ultimately responsible for 
submitting both capital items.  The Charter 
states that the Budget Department “shall obtain 
from city agencies all information required by 
the mayor for the preparation of the capital 
agenda and the capital and annual budgets.” 
Also, “[t]he budget director, with the assistance 
of the planning director, shall assist the mayor 
in the preparation of the capital agenda and the 
capital budget” (Section 6-102).  However, the 
Charter also provides that the planning director 
“shall obtain all information and conduct all stud-
ies required by the mayor and heads of agencies 
in the preparation of proposals relative to devel-
opment matters.” 

(Section 6-202).  The Charter defines “devel-
opment matters” to include the capital agenda 
and the capital budget (Section 6-204).  The in-
tent seems to have been to have the departments 
share responsibility equally for these require-
ments, itself a problem, but further the Charter 
is subject to conflicting interpretations. 

Economic Development 

Development results from public and private in-
vestment in the City’s infrastructure.  Invest-
ment is the lifeblood of the City’s economic fu-

ture.  It should be guided by the long range 
vision as contained in the Master Plan. 

Public Function  Under the Charter, the Com-
munity and Economic Development Department 
is responsible for the City’s public development 
function.  The Department is authorized to: 

* conserve neighborhoods, eliminate blight and 
restore decent, safe and sanitary living condi-
tions, 

* stimulate the development of housing, 

* receive federal development funds, 

* seek federal assistance for business interests 
in the City, and 

* attract and assist in the expansion of new 
commerce and industry. 

This scope of authority provides the Department 
with the power and flexibility to fulfill the 
City’s development role.  For the development 
function to work as intended in the Charter, 
however, all projects must be assigned to the 
Department and not to other City agencies or 
administered within the Mayor’s office itself, as 
has reportedly occurred from time to time. 

With the exception of the public infrastructure 
(roads, sewers water systems) and City facilities 
(parking structures, public housing, municipal 
offices) the City does not develop anything di-
rectly.  It aids the private sector by providing 
technical assistance, financial incentives, subsi-
dies, and land, acquired through special land as-
sembly programs or tax reversions.  Accord-
ingly, the Department’s primary role is to 
facilitate private investment.  It has the flexibil-
ity under the Charter to augment its resources, 
which it has done by (1) cooperating under con-
tract with the Detroit Economic Growth Corpo-
ration, a Michigan nonprofit corporation, in pro-
viding technical assistance and (2) utilizing the 
powers and resources of the Downtown Devel-
opment Authority (a public authority) and the 
Economic Development Corporation (a public 



 [7] 

corporation), to expand aid to private business 
interests.  This assistance structure increases the 
challenge of administering a well coordinated 
and effective city development response.  If ad-
ministration or communication lines fail, prob-
lems will be felt more severely.  Some business 
interests do not well understand the workings of 
this arrangement.  Today, the public develop-
ment function must be performed within an en-
vironment of deficit reduction, government 
budget cutting and fewer incentive programs.  
The City is expected to have less to do more.  
Internally, the Department should consider a 
program structure distinguishing between (1) 
economic development, (2) neighborhood pres-
ervation and (3) neighborhood reclamation. 

Private Function Private investment will occur 
in the City only when there is a competitive re-
turn on a developer’s time and an investor’s 
capital.  The City donates to private develop-
ment, while simultaneously regulating it. Busi-
ness owners have described the process of “get-
ting things done” in the City as a maze.  The 
1974 Charter Revision Commission attempted 
to establish a “one-stop-service” within the De-
partment of Buildings and Safety Engineering 
for all developers.  The Charter states that “To 
the extent practicable, the department shall, in 
cooperation with other agencies whose permis-
sion is required prior to development, establish 
a procedure and application form under which 
an applicant for development permission may 
obtain through the department, all necessary 
permission” (Section 7-405).  It was not practi-
cable for the Department to meet this important 
goal.  The Executive Planning Council may 
have been a more appropriate body to have the 
responsibility.  The Charter itself further frag-
mented licensing by creating a Department of 
Consumers Affairs (Section 7-601).  A one-
stop-service is even more important today than 
it was in 1974 and could be implemented ad-
ministratively by the Mayor or carefully re-
viewed as part of any Charter revision or 
amendment process. 

Neighborhoods 

The City’s neighborhoods are in great need of 
development assistance.  Many of its commer-
cial strips are decimated. Countless square miles 
of developed land are substantially abandoned, 
according to all recent surveys, including that of 
the Ombudsman.  Full attention must be turned 
to neighborhood preservation.  Rebuilding the 
City’s housing stock with public land subsidies 
approximating $100,000 per lot as invested by 
the City in the Victoria Park Subdivision (Jef-
ferson-Chalmers) would cost $10 billion of pub-
lic funds to rebuild the 100,000 residences al-
ready lost during the past 20 years and another 
$1 billion for each 10,000 lost in the future, if 
the neighborhood housing stock is not pre-
served.  U.S. Census figures computed the 
City’s housing stock as 530,108 residential units 
in 1970 and 410,027 residential units in 1990, a 
decline of 120,000 residences.  The City issued 
53,521 housing demolition permits in the 1970s 
and 52,469 demolition permits between 1980 
and 1992, primarily to remove deteriorated, ne-
glected and abandoned homes.  Many thousands 
more remain in the City’s neighborhoods today.  
Disinvestments decline and the deteriorating 
quality of neighborhoods must be addressed. 

Private investment in neighborhoods will come 
primarily from today’s owners and residents us-
ing personal savings or loans; no other major 
source of funding is forecasted.  The City needs 
a program and structure that will motivate own-
ers and tenants to commit to improving and 
maintaining their property and assure account-
ability in the delivery of City services to them.  
The general principle designed to accomplish 
this objective is citizen participation or control.  
Article 9 of the Charter permits the establish-
ment of Community Government for the pur-
pose of decentralizing the functions of the City.  
The Mayor created the required study commis-
sion (Section 9-103) to assess the value of de-
centralization, which reported promptly that no 
community government was desirable. This 
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principle in its present or a modified form 
should be reassessed and experiences in other 
cities examined for what value they may have in 
preserving the City’s neighborhoods.  For ex-
ample, in Minneapolis under its city-wide 
Neighborhood Revitalization Program every 
neighborhood will have a degree of control over 
the delivery of city services.  Some have sug-
gested that electing the City Council from dis-
tricts, rather than at large, would contribute to 
accomplishing this goal. 

Special attention in the Charter must be given to 
enforcing standards governing the City’s build-
ing and housing stock.  The Charter provides for 
the City to foreclose upon tax delinquent prop-
erties and to take title to the property in lieu of 
the payment of taxes (Section 8-403).  Other cit-
ies delegate the responsibility to the county.  
Reportedly, the city has lacked the staffing to 
aggressively pursue tax foreclosures.  Thou-
sands of tax delinquent vacant homes are 

blighting the City’s neighborhoods today and 
the City’s tax collection strategy as reflected in 
the Charter must be reassessed.  In addition, the 
Charter was recently amended to permit the City 
to proceed personally against property owners 
for delinquent taxes (Section 8-603).  The Char-
ter language should be further modified to make 
it clear that the cost of demolishing dangerous 
buildings may be recovered in a personal action, 
as well. Further, the Charter provides that liens 
may be placed against property for services ren-
dered which improve the property (Sections 8-
601 and 8-604).  This provision has been inter-
preted to exclude liens for inspection services.  
The City has millions of dollars of uncollected 
fees for inspection services.  Grand Rapids al-
lows liens for inspection services and the City 
should consider doing the same. 


