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A new business district in Detroit could spell hope 
across Michigan 
Retailers OK tax for patrols, parking 

September 13, 2007 

BY JOHN GALLAGHER 
FREE PRESS BUSINESS WRITER 

In a first for Michigan, business property owners in southwest Detroit have approved a business 
improvement zone, calling for a special tax on themselves to pay for such services as extra security, 
cleanup, marketing and parking. 

The move, meant to draw shoppers and diners, is expected to prompt other areas to follow suit. Many 
civic leaders consider such a district crucial, at some point, to downtown Detroit's continued revival. 

The areas, typically called business improvement districts, are widely 
accepted elsewhere, but tax foes and other critics have stymied their 
approval in Michigan. Windsor has several BIDs, and New York and 
Los Angeles have approved about 50 each. 

Theresa Zajac, program director for the new organization, said she 
has gotten calls in recent months from civic leaders in Grand Rapids, 
East Lansing, Hamtramck and several Detroit neighborhoods asking 
how to create a BID. 

"They're ready to bust out," she said. "They want this economic 
development tool just as badly as we did." 

The district includes West Vernor from Clark on the east to Woodmere 
on the west, and Springwells between West Vernor and the I-75 
service drive. Kathy Wendler, president of the Southwest Detroit 
Business Association, said about 200 property owners controlling 
about 300 parcels along Vernor and Springwells will be included in the 
district. 

The owners voted over the last 30 days, and the BID passed with 
67% of the vote, Wendler said Wednesday. 

The BID, to be known as the West Vernor and Springwells Business 
Improvement District, will be governed by a board made up of local 
business owners, along with one mayoral appointee approved by the 
City Council. 

The first money will be spent to hire uniformed security guards who 
will double as neighborhood ambassadors, much as they do on 
Detroit's new RiverWalk. Those downtown workers are privately 
financed. 

Other money will be spent on cleaning sidewalks and buildings. 

"It's not rocket science," Wendler said. "Keep it clean and safe and 
comfortable, and people shop there." 

The extra tax amounts to 2% on top of the normal business property 
tax bill. The measure will raise about $300,000 in the first year of the 
seven-year program. 

Irwin Danto, owner of Danto Furniture and Appliance at 7701 W. 
Vernor, said he voted to accept the higher tax to improve the district. 
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"We voted for it because without a program like this, we would see graffiti on the buildings. We would 
see streets not being taken care of. There is only so much that the city can do at this point. This gives 
us an opportunity to march forward together, to say, 'We need a bigger voice.' " 

The southwest Detroit area has had a voluntary BID for seven years, but that brought in just $35,000 a 
year, Zajac said. 

David Feehan, president of the Washington, D.C.-based International Downtown Association, said BIDs 
began in Toronto in the 1960s and have spread around the world. 

"BIDs have become perhaps the single most important innovation in business district revitalization," he 
said Wednesday. "Few cities have been able to revive and sustain downtowns without this effective 
funding and organizational mechanism." 

There is no similar mechanism for residential neighborhoods, although some have been discussed. 

Contact JOHN GALLAGHER  at 313-222-5173 or gallagher@freepress.com 
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