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The City’s BudgetSabra Briere

The on-line budget survey

Overview
I sent this survey to fewer than 200 individuals.  Most of those people live in the 
First Ward.  Over the past 27 months, I’ve created email list to keep in touch with 
First Ward neighborhoods and to respond to requests.  Some people on this list are 
outside the First Ward.

!e survey was designed for this audience.
I’ve routinely requested that people feel comfortable sharing any information with 
their own lists.  With the invitation to take the survey, I also asked them to share 
the link and invite others to take the survey.

I anticipated as few as 50 and as many as 150 returns.

773 people responded to the survey.
AnnArbor.com published the link to the survey, and invited anyone and everyone 
to respond.  !is provided much more data than I had anticipated, but also showed 
me some weaknesses in the survey instrument.  

I did not use a random sample.  !ose who responded were self-selected.  !ey 
decided that they wanted to tell a member of Council what they thought (some 
quite forcefully in the comments sections).  !ere were no signi"cant demographics 
questions (age, gender, income, voting history) that would indicate civic and 
community involvement.  !is is a snapshot of what 773 people were thinking 
at the time they took the survey  and how they reacted to the survey questions 
themselves.

!e survey was anonymous.  No email addresses or web links were captured.  Some 
people wrote to me after taking the survey and asked for a copy of the white paper 
on the budget I had authored. Others wrote to me to give me their direct opinions 
on issues related to the budget.

I’m not a professional survey designer, and this was the "rst time I’d used 
Zoomerang.  I tested the survey form, and asked others to test it.  Unfortunately, 
I didn’t test to see what would happen if a respondent changed his or her mind on 
a question.  !at turned out to be a frustrating experience for some who took the 
survey, as the form didn’t allow anyone to change their mind.
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Data Interpretation
94% of those who took the survey identi"ed themselves as living in 
Ann Arbor.

Once AnnArbor.com invited even more responses, I was 
concerned that First Ward constituents 
would be less active participants.  
However, that did not prove to be the 
case; the First Ward remained at the 
top of activity throughout the process.

42 people — including at least one 
County Commissioner — took the 
survey knowing they didn’t live in Ann 
Arbor, but still wanting to share their 
opinions.

Budget Priorities
92% of respondents predicted that the City would have less (68%) or the same (24%) amount of money in the budget 
in 12 months.  !at means that they expect the budget for the next "scal year (that starts in July, 2011) will be as small or 
smaller than the budget that starts in July, 2010.  !is is one of the reasons I’m concerned about establishing priorities for 
the budget.

!e chart below re#ects what I called the ‘put your money where your mouth is’ question — Question 4.  I asked survey 
respondents to imagine they only had $100 to spend, and they had to prioritize.  Not everyone followed directions or 

 
 City Outside Ann Arbor
Ward 1 145 1

Ward 2 84

Ward 3 99 1

Ward 4 133 3

Ward 5 146 1

don’t know/NA 118 42

Table 1
Combined results 
of Q1: Do you live in 
Ann Arbor 
and 
Q2: What Ward do 
you live in?
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Just wanted to say that although I checked 
that I don’t live in Ann Arbor, I hope you’re 
still considering our opinions--I’m a business 
owner in the city though I live in Ypsilanti, 
and all of these things a!ect us and the city 
that we work in and do business in.
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understood that the values statements were priorities.  But when I looked at all of 
the answers, the results were still clear.

!is is a snapshot of the values the survey respondents placed last week on 
these visions for Ann Arbor.  In times of limited means, a safe city with a 
reliable infrastructure that is an economic powerhouse wins out over the other 
considerations.

!e survey was released the same day as a major article on employee bene"t levels 
was published in AnnArbor.com.  !at article de"nitely a$ected the comments that 
people shared about priorities.

On Question 5, I asked about strategies to address the projected budget shortfall 
that has received so much media attention:

Question 5: The city currently provides many services to its residents, but will not 
generate enough revenue to continue providing services at current levels in the 
future. Please check one of the following three strategies to indicate where the 
city of Ann Arbor should place the highest priority to address its budget shortfall
Reducing city employees’ compensation and 
retirement bene!ts

403

Reducing existing city services 173

Raising additional revenue, including taxes 
or fees

197

Service Priorities
I asked questions to determine service priorities.  Because both Police and Fire 
safety services have been in the news quite a bit  reductions in service have become 
signi"cation considerations.  Below is the table of values respondents placed on 
safety services.

While most respondents were consistent about safety services (‘not at all acceptable’ 
grew as ‘completely acceptable’ decreased), passions ran high when it came to 

Comments:
Cut employee health bene!ts and retirement 
bene!ts.  Where else can a high school graduate 
retire with over $100,000/year.  These our our 
former !re!ghters.  Get out of the golf business!  
Eliminate “extra” City social service funding and 
let the County do that!  Lobby Lansing to change 
pro-union worker comp and arbitration rules.  Sell 
the park out on Plymouth Road outside the City.  
Develop Huron Hills as dense condo housing. Cut 
the size and pay of the Council in half.  Why does 
each ward need 2 Councilpersons?  You asked. 
Good luck!

Reduce pay for employees and cut back on 
bene!ts and retirement luxuries. Live within the 
funds received instead of further taxation.

Here are some new ideas being discussed by other 
communities:

• Turning o! street lights from 12 pm to 6 am or 
putting them on motion detectors.

• Using more community volunteers for services -- 
such as adopt a street, etc.In lieu of raises or cost 
of living adjustments, give people more credits 
toward retirement.

• Increase costs of water, sewer, electrical, etc.
Increase fees to individuals using park services, etc. 

• Consider investing in income-producing activities 
such as wind turbines (that are placed on land 
outside of the city)
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parks.  !e number and percentage of those who found selling parks ‘completely 
acceptable’ were highest; those who found this idea ‘not at all acceptable’ were also 
highest.  Any sale of park land must go before the voters in a general election, of 
course.

Other Ideas — 1
Some comments, however, echoed ideas already circulating within the city.  

!e Council is already considering privatizing garbage pickup, at the 
recommendation of city sta$.  !e city is also looking at ways to increase volunteer 
involvement with parks and other maintenance, including new ways to involve 
neighborhoods in the community.

Enterprise funds (the golf courses, the airport and the farmer’s market) are supposed 
to stand alone.  !ere’s been some coverage in the press lately to indicate that the 

How about increasing fees for parks 
and rec courses instead of eliminating 
them?  Small surcharges on tix for 
sporting and music events ($0.25).  
Reducing facility fees by reducing 
heating/cooling expenditures. Trim the 
fat in the budget!

Maint. of parks could be done with 
volunteers for a year.

Contract out City legal services, parks 
maintenance, street maintenance, 
snow removal.  Eliminate the 
environmental coordinator position.  
Stop paying the mayor and council 
these should be viewed as volunteer 
positions.  Stop inspecting rental 
housing. 

Consolidate services (including 
public safety) with those of other 
municipalities. (e.g. make "re districts; 
library districts; contract with the 
county for snow plowing); consider 
operating revenue-generating 
services like ambulances or negotiate 
a revenue-share with HVA for "rst 
response assistance; privatize services 
(like garbage collection) where 
possible.
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golf courses fail that test; I wondered how strong the support was for each enterprise 
fund becoming completely separate from Ann Arbor’s budget.

Other Ideas — 2
Strong supporters of "nding a solution for the golf courses weren’t necessarily 
golfers.

Lease both golf courses to an independent contractor.
Hard to evaluate whether we’d lose more revenue selling golf courses that we would 

gain in reduced expenses. 
Park and open space are important but pools and golf should be self supporting.
Remove golf courses from this list, they should just included within the Park and Rec 

budget.  No need to break these out? 
I don’t care what happens to the golf courses, so long as the land isn’t sold without a 

vote.

Revenues
I asked about both a Headlee override and an income tax that would a$ect Ann 
Arbor residents and those who work in Ann Arbor but live outside.  I forced a YES 
or NO vote, but left the option for comments.  !is was the only revenue question 
I asked on the survey.

!e results are dramatic.

Starting 1/1/10 U of M requires employees making over 
$50,000...ish to help pay the health insurance premiums of 
employees making less than that amount.  This is in addition 
to the annual premium increase.

At age 65, U of M requires employees to go on Medicare and 
leave the U of M private insurance plan.  Are City employees 
required to go on Medicare so the Federal government 
can absorb their health care costs instead of the City and 
taxpayers paying for their health care?

If a U of M employee retires at age 62 and is not age-eligible 
for Medicare, they may continue their U of M private health 
insurance but must pay for the entire premium themselves; 
there is no more U of M contribution. When a City employee 
retires before age 65, do they have to pay for their own City-
provided insurance or does they City/taxpayers foot the bill?

If the City o!ers more than one health insurance plan, does 
the City have a ceiling on the amount it will pay for that plan 
and let the employee decided how much they want to pay 
and choose a plan accordingly?

Should City employees rethink getting all the cash they 
can now and think toward the future that if the City has 
to declare bankruptcy so it can discharge it’s "nancial 
responsibility for their pension plan, how much more cash 
they would lose if their pension plan amount was reduced 
through bankruptcy versus how much cash they lose now 
by taking pay cuts or paying more for health insurance 
and health care.  Tell them to ask employees in the private 
sector such as airline pilots whose pension payments 
were supposed to be generous until the airlines declared 
bankruptcy and their annual pension payment dropped to 
the Federal government  minimum through the Pension 
Bene"t rescue.

If the City privatized garbage pickup, would property taxes 
go down or would the City still be looking for a way to hang 
on to that money by developing a millage to replace the 
trash pickup millage?

When o!ering early retirement packages, please remember, 
reducing salary and bene"t packages doesn’t automatically 
translate to savings to the City if the retirement pay and 
bene"t package exceeds the salary and bene"t package 
and someone has to be hired to replace the retiree even at 
a lower salary.

Before leasing the golf courses, make certain it won’t cost 
the City more.

When talking about reducing trash, yard waste, etc., 
pickups, if taxpayers have to haul their own stu! over to 
Ellsworth, doesn’t that defeat the purpose of A2 being 
a green city because  you’ll have all these cars driving to 
drop their stu! o! instead of one truck coming through a 
neighborhood.
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Comments:
Stop this sort of surveying. You are elected 
as a representative, not as a delegate. Be 
courageous. Do your research but Learn to 
vote your conscience with the information 
you have. We need leadership, not grovel-
ling followership that has and is so devalu-
ing representative democracy locally and 
nationally in the US.

Sabra, thanks. You are doing a fabulous 
job.

This survey presents a few false choices 
and omits others. It’s a typical political 
ploy to make us think that’s it’s too hard 
for elected o"cials to do what’s right.

What have you missed?  Where does one 
start with what you miss on a regular 
basis?

It’s very simple Sabra, You need the core 
services in these tough economic times. 
No need to be giving money away for FITS 
or what the Mayor deems important like 
bike lanes etc.

Forced selection of a yes/no response and 
lack of some choices will distort results.  
The selection allowing choice of three, one 
of which was reducing services, was better 
explained by the list of potential services 
to reduce.  Missing from the list of services 
or other budget items is the major proj-
ects that are underway or under consider-
ation:  Police/Courts building, Library Lot 
Parking structure, potential bonding for 
a structure on top of the library lot, Fuller 
Road Transit Center, Stadium Bridges, 
and change to a more costly approach to 
recycling, requiring purchase of expensive 
new equipment.  Where are these items 
in the list of things that can be changed, 
that will improve the status of the budget?  
Lack of discussion of these means that 
the survey is incomplete, and will give a 
distorted picture of what is possible in 
terms of managing funds available for use.  
I chose answers for 6, and 9, only to allow 
submission of the survey, but prefer not to 
answer the questions as yes/no.  What will 
you do with that information?

Eliminate free parking for google. Elimi-
nate TIF !nancing for the DDA and LFDA, 
fund these from the general fund instead 
as appropriate. Put a halt on new capital 
improvement projects.

Thanks for your work on this, I’m giving 
you the bene!t of the doubt Sabra, by 
assuming you are a person of good faith.  
But I’m keeping an eye on all of you.

!e comments gave me a more nuanced view.

On Headlee, people wrote:

aaaaargh,.....i just don’t know.  arguments on both sides make sense...
can you explain this further?  I cannot answer without more information.  I have only 

selected “no” because I am forced to choose an answer.
can’t say, don’t know enough
Could be a Yes after service priority and !nancial reduction plans are done.
I am not familiar enough with the implications of this proposal to answer
I don’t have enough information to evaluate that question - what was the rate then and 

what it is now? I voted no because the survey wouldn’t let me exit without an answer.

And on the income tax, some of the same people wrote:

Again, not sure about the revenue impact di#erences or what other cities have done this.
I was forced to answer this, but I need to know more.
How would this vary per person if not based on property attributes which are usually a 

fair assessment of the people who live there (in terms of income).
Not sure about this, either, but I don’t think it would hurt people who work in the city to 

share a small amount of the burden for upkeep of infrastructure.
I don’t know enough about what the cost bene!t of this would be to answer.

My budget agenda
I had my own agenda in asking for responses to this survey.  Members of Council routinely 
hear from people who volunteer their opinions on a variety of issues, including the budget.  
It’s easy to think that we’re hearing from everyone, and getting a well-balanced picture of our 
constituents’ priorities.

I needed to expand that circle, but I also needed to focus on those items to a$ect the budget 
discussion right now.  !e questions I asked were directly related to the budget meetings 
Council has been holding in January, February and March.

Your agenda
21 people directly mentioned the Stadium bridge, and the need to replace it.

61 people mentioned the arts — some in very negative terms, other positively.

Several mentioned the library lot (more than once!), the Fuller Road Transit Station, the 
Police/Court addition to City Hall.

Sell new city hall.
items costing more than an established amount such as building the city hall, 

constructing underground parking should have a referendum for all residents to vote prior 
to spending so much money.

Tightening the belt to achieve a#ordability; stick to the basics. Things like that new city 
hall, that the people voted down, is just one embarrassment. Priorities in the city are askew 
and STOP taxing, taxing, taxing and trying to squeeze every red cent out of the residents 
especially when it covers non essential luxuries! Get back to the basic NECESSITIES - police, 
!re, service to the residents.
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