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Memorandum 
TO: Andrea Taverna, Senior Advisor to the Deputy Mayor, City of Detroit 

CC: Adam Kokenakes Program Analyst IV, Housing & Revitalization Dept., City of Detroit 
Elaina Peterson, Program Analyst III, Housing & Revitalization Dept., City of Detroit 

FROM: Matt Kreis, General Counsel, Center for Community Progress 

DATE: December 21, 2023 

RE: Enhancing enforcement of unpaid blight violation fines 

The City of Detroit (City) asked the Center for Community Progress (Community Progress) to help 
develop options to consider as it seeks to adopt more effective and equitable approaches to incentivize 
landlords to comply with the City’s rental ordinance.1 This informal memorandum provides the City’s 
Mayor’s Office and Law Department with one suggestion to enhance the use of the primary enforcement 
tool currently used by the City to compel property owners to comply with the rental ordinance: blight 
violation tickets and fines.  

By allowing unpaid blight violation fines to be enforced in the same manner as delinquent property 
taxes, the City may incentivize more property owners to (a) comply with the rental ordinance to avoid 
future fines and (b) pay the fines to avoid the risk of losing the property through property tax foreclosure, 
as allowed in Michigan law.2 Anecdotally, and supported by the City’s data, many landlords—especially 
those landlords incorporated as LLCs—simply ignore the City’s tickets and the associated fines.3  

Enhancing the effectiveness of unpaid blight violation fines, however, is just one of a broad range of new 
policies and strategies that are needed to improve compliance with the rental ordinance. The economic 
reality of owning rental property in Detroit (e.g., home values often not high enough to support significant 
improvements to housing stock built prior to 1978; extensive cost of full compliance, including lead 
clearance under the standards of the ordinance currently in place; increased rents to offset 
improvements make housing unaffordable), the financial wherewithal of “Mom & Pop” landlords (e.g., 
individuals/families who own 4 total units or less), and a range of other factors all impact the compliance 
rate. This new strategy will not solve those challenges.  

It should be noted that the City’s decision to explore this new approach is something that will require 
regular monitoring to ensure its implementation is both effective and avoids unintended and inequitable 
consequences. While this strategy should not, and legally cannot, be used against owner-occupied 

 
1 There are an estimated 80,000 rental properties in Detroit, most of which are single family rental homes. Little more 

than 15,000 are registered with the City, as required by the ordinance. Just more than 8,000 have an active 
Certificate of Compliance (COC), meaning they have passed basic property maintenance inspections and obtained 
a Lead Clearance report (LC), which is required in order to legally rent the property. 

2 See MCL 117.4r. 
3 According to the City’s “Bagley Pilot” data tracking increased enforcement in the Bagley neighborhood, there were 

2,665 tickets issued for noncompliance with the rental ordinance that were adjudicated by the Department of 
Administrative Hearings (DAH) as “Responsible.” Roughly 2,419 of those tickets were “Responsible by Default.” In 
other words, the owner simply did not appear for more than 90% of theses hearings. Whether these landlords 
complied or eventually paid the tickets or not is unclear (roughly 16% of judgments paid, so likely not).    
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properties,4 the intent is not for this strategy to be used by the City to acquire rental properties through 
tax foreclosure or to displace existing tenants. For this reason, the City’s legal counsel will need to be 
involved in the consideration of this policy, as well as with the implementation, review, and monitoring of 
the policy moving forward.   

Why add unpaid fines to the property tax bill? 

The intent of fines assessed for noncompliance with the rental ordinance is to convince property owners 
that the consequences of noncompliance outweigh the costs of compliance. Unfortunately, those 
“consequences” have not convinced enough landlords to comply.  

While economic factors likely play a significant role, a problematic aspect of the blight violation tool is 
that judgments of the DAH are essentially personal judgments that are often difficult to enforce against 
many property owners. The DAH engages in a variety of tactics to collect these unpaid judgments 
against the property owners, often through a collection law firm contracted by DAH. Tactics include 
continued outreach and notice, charging interest on unpaid amounts, offering payment plans, and even 
looking to collect these amounts directly form owners’ bank accounts or by garnishing the owners’ 
wages, if an account or job can be found.  

Many rental property owners, however, are not individuals. Many are LLCs that are adept at making it 
difficult to identify who the responsible owners of the LLC actually are, or where they may be located, or 
where they might bank or keep their resources. Moreover, LLCs typically don’t have personal bank 
accounts that can be located, or a job with wages that could be garnished.  

Even if the owner is an individual, personal collection tactics are time- and resource-intensive. With 
many thousands of current and potential future unpaid judgments for violations of the City’s rental 
ordinance, the amount of resources needed to investigate, find, and collect from the appropriate owners 
to actually influence the COC compliance rate is simply not a realistic or likely achievable number.  

A more efficient approach is to tie enforcement of an unpaid judgment to the property that is in violation. 
Michigan law allows home rule municipalities to convert unpaid blight violation judgments to a lien 
against the property itself.5 If unpaid, this lien can be collected in the same way that delinquent property 
taxes are collected by the County Treasurer.6 Thus, if the owner chooses to not pay the lien, the 
consequence could include the loss of the property through tax foreclosure.  

The theory is that this tactic would increase the likelihood that the owner will comply, not to force a 
transfer of the property over perhaps a couple of thousand dollars in fines. However, this new 
“consequence,” a potential loss of the income generating property, may also be more effective at getting 
the attention of a wider range of rental property owners—including LLC owners.  

While any new or expanded process takes time to iron out some kinds, the City has in place processes 
and expertise to make this work. Eventually, this type of strategy could be used more systematically to 
reduce the timely and costly burden of personal collection tactics against entities or persons that are 
difficult to find or collect against.   

We anticipate this strategy will be most effective at inducing compliance and/or payment from those 
landlords that are LLCs or other types of corporations and where the property is also located in a 

 
4 See MCL 117.4r(3).  
5 MCL 117.4r(1). 
6 MCL 117.4r(3). 
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neighborhood market that is trending upwards. On the flip side, the City will want to closely monitor the 
impact of this new enforcement strategy on smaller, Mom & Pop landlords, especially where those 
landlords own property in weaker neighborhood markets and have demonstrated some measurable 
willingness to comply (e.g., applied for funding, have completed incremental repairs). It will be important 
to establish appropriate “exist strategies” to mitigate the  

What does implementation look like? 

We propose the City create a policy to guide the use of this new enforcement strategy that focuses on 
the amount of unpaid blight violation fines assessed against property that is not in compliance with the 
rental ordinance, rather than on the type of ownership. Our review of relevant data did not establish one 
clear type of rental property owner that got more blight violation tickets that others; indeed, factors other 
than just ownership played a role (e.g., out of state LLC owners generally were issued more tickets that 
out of state individual owners, but the reverse was found for in state/local owners).  

By establishing a minimum amount owed instead, the City can focus on those landlords who have been 
given at least one chance to comply and have failed to do so. The minimum amount we recommend, 
$1,500, anticipates that most landlords are issued three tickets totaling $1,000 ($250 for no registration, 
$250 for no COC, and $500 for no lead clearance) in the first round of ticketing for noncompliance. It is 
not until a second round of tickets are issued against that same property that a landlord under this 
proposal would face having unpaid amounts added as a lien against the property.  

If the City wishes to avoid having unpaid fines secured by liens against a specific property owner or 
property owner type, it could develop a separate protocol with BSEED to work with certain landlords 
after issuing the first round of tickets. There could be an additional requirement for these landlords to 
agree to meet certain performance benchmarks, noting, however, the City has had mixed success 
entering into and enforcing such agreements (e.g., consent agreements) with landlords in the past.   

A proposed policy is below. Recognizing that the City will likely need time to develop a process for 
recording a lien and otherwise implementing this policy, we also propose some considerations to “pilot” 
the use of this strategy with a much more narrow subset of properties.   

Proposed Policy    

Unpaid blight violation fines assessed against an owner of real property may be secured by a lien 
against that property. Pursuant to the City’s authority under MCL 117.r(3), the lien may be enforced in 
the same manner as delinquent property taxes if it remains unpaid in the following circumstances: 

1. If a determination has been made by a hearing officer of the City’s Department of Administrative 
Hearings (DAH) that an owner of real property has failed to correct one of the below listed 
violations and the violation(s), to the best of the City’s Buildings, Safety, Engineering and 
Enforcement Department knowledge, remain uncorrected:  

a. Failure to obtain a Certificate of Compliance in accordance with Section 8-15-81 

b. Failure to obtain a Lead Clearance Report in accordance with Section 8-15-83 
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c. Failure to comply with an emergency or imminent danger order concerning an emergency 
condition, an imminent danger, an unsafe or unsanitary condition, or unlawful occupancy7 

d. Failure to maintain a vacant building or structure in accordance with the requirements 
of Section 8-15-1138 

2. If the aggregate amount of the unpaid blight violation fines associated with the property is at 
least $1,500, not inclusive of any administrative or other costs that may have been imposed by 
the DAH, and the most recent fine or fines that brought the aggregate total amount owed to 
more than $1,500 have gone unpaid for at least 90 days after being assessed; and 

3. The owner has not claimed, and is not entitled to claim, a Homeowner’s Principal Residence 
Exemption for the property. 

 

Pilot Proposed Policy  

Unpaid blight violation fines assessed against an owner of real property may be enforced with the same 
criteria as detailed in the “Proposed Policy,” except that #2 in the “Proposed Policy” could be replaced 
by one or more of the following criteria: 

 If the aggregate amount of unpaid blight violations associated with the rental property inventory 
of a single property owner places the total amount owned in the top ten of other owners, 
excluding any governmental or nonprofit rental property owners;  

 If the property was assessed a second round of blight violation fines as part of the City’s Bagley 
Pilot, and the fines assessed in the second round have remained unpaid for at least 90 days; 
and/or 

 If the property was assessed a third round of blight fines as part of the City’s Bagley Pilot, and 
the fines assessed in the second round have remained unpaid for at least 60 days.  

 

The recommendations proposed in this preliminary memorandum are intended to provide the City a 
starting point from which to formulate its own policy moving forward. We are available to further 
brainstorm additional options as needed.  

 
7 The intent of this memo is to focus on noncompliance with the City’s rental ordinance. However, this category of 

violations seemed appropriate to include for the City’s consideration given the elevated danger posed by 
noncompliance. 

8 See Footnote 7. 


