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In December 2019 we discussed this 

and asked some questions again:

 How do we incite some sort of economic growth in our downtown? (from 

the Master Plan)

 How do we improve and increase residential opportunities downtown? 

(from the Master Plan)

 What are we going to do with the parking decks – long term?

 How do we grow the value of our DDA so it is sufficiently funded to provide 

the resources needed to sustain itself and fulfil its mission?

 Other communities have people investing in them, why not us?



What about the decks?
We’re going to have to do something sooner rather than later.

 They were built in 1978 with a substantial grant. The bid in 1977 was $1,642,768.

 They are steel-supported, thin slab, post-tensioned concrete

 That type of deck is pretty much no longer built in our climate – and most that were 
have been taken down  

 While they served their purpose, they also created an environment along Lakeshore 
that is dark, dirty, unwelcoming and pigeon-infested; resembling a back alley. 

 They received some basic maintenance until 2011 when a report was commissioned to 
document condition and recommend detailed maintenance work to extend their lives a 
bit longer.

 The City saved up for years, skipped doing other projects, to build up enough money to 
pay for those repairs.

 Projects were done 2012-2014 to repair some of the post-tensioning, resurface the 
concrete, coat the new concrete and repair some of the parapets.

 The work cost about $1.3 million and was referred to as the “10 year” fix.

 We are more than half way through that 10 years



What was the proposed 

redevelopment supposed to do?

 Leverage PRIVATE INVESTMENT in the City to address the long-standing 

need to figure out some affordable way to get out from under the legacy 

cost of the parking decks

 Address the parking NEEDS with something new and that would be there 

for decades to come

 Relieve an ongoing TAXPAYER liability which has subsidized the major 

maintenance on the parking decks

 Create more opportunity for housing option in our downtown

 Allow the PRIVATE SECTOR to make PRIVATE INVESTMENT into 

something that would grow the tax base and spur economic growth in 

Houghton – and area-wide



So, we have a new start; we need to 

come up with a plan.

 We can wait awhile, see what happens, and put more money into the decks only when 
we need to.

 We could study it and revisit a long-term maintenance plan and then do some work 
every year.

 We could spend some money to take it down and just get rid of the liability altogether.

 We could go get a loan, take down the deck, and replace it with something better. 

 Is there another option out there?

The main issue with any of the above is: 
where is the money supposed to come from?



• If we have to keep spending money 
on the decks, it has to come from 
somewhere.

• There are really only two places:

• Keep subsidizing the Parking Fund 
from the General Fund or

• Generate new money through new 
taxes or fees



What about grants?
 Both the previous and current City Managers have looked for grants to 

address the ongoing issues with the deck. Outright grants are simply not 
available to support maintenance work, that’s why the City had to go it 
alone for the last round of major work.

 MEDC? – not for maintenance. How about new? Their programs don’t 
have the capacity to fund a ground-up build. IF there was private 
investment and economic development to leverage; possibly, but again 
there is not the capacity to fund a whole new deck.

 EDA? – not for a parking deck. Their programs are about capacity building
for economic development like business incubators and industrial parks.

 USDA? – they have their Community Facilities program which will loan 
money for a new deck – which has to be paid back. They do not offer 
grants for hard infrastructure.

 Brownfield? – yes, but private investment leading to an increase in taxable 
value is needed to leverage the work.



So here’s where we got the money so 

far:

Note: total amounts shown include work to other parking decks and systems as well.



Zoomed up:



What does the City do next?

We could keep doing what we’ve had 

to do already…
 What did we do? We had to transfer money from the General Fund to put 

toward the major maintenance on the decks, most of that to the big deck.

 How much money was it? From 2006 to 2020 it amounted to 

$1,424,638.79 from the General Fund alone and most of that has been 

since 2012.

 If you add in DDA and Equipment, we’ve had to transfer $1,971,088.79 

since 2006.

 The Parking Fund does not generate enough income for the City to 

reinvest in the parking we have, particularly the big deck.



It is going to cost something. Whether 

it is simply more maintenance to buy 

more time, tearing the deck down, or 

building a brand new one; any of those 

options are going to require funds. 

Neither the Parking or DDA funds have 

the money to pay for it, but let’s look 

again.



What about the Parking Fund?
 We charge about $1.50 per day for parking and offer free parking customer 

parking all over downtown

 The Parking Fund itself generates about $200,000 per year. About $160,000 
of that comes from parking permits.

 The Parking Fund spends about $45,000 per year on city-wide enforcement

 Parking spends in excess of $100,000 annually on snow removal; primarily on 
the decks

 Over the last 10 years Parking received $1.9 million in outside support from 
other funds. $1.3 million of that was from the General Fund with other funds 
from DDA, Equipment, etc. This was done through budgeted transfers for 
larger projects.

 Just over $1.3 million was spent in 2012 through 2015 on work to the largest 
decks

 As-is the Parking Fund on its own cannot fund major maintenance projects 
without assistance from other funds



Here’s what our Parking Fund 

income looks like:



Here’s where most of it goes:

Just about every year,

these 3 are about 98%

of Parking’s total income



What about DDA money?

 The Downtown Development Authority was formed to leverage the 

GROWTH in the tax base over time, using the funds to support further 

growth. 

 The DDA, for all intents and purposes, has not grown appreciably since its

formation and thus is has not generated sufficient funds for reinvestment 

projects or downtown development – including being able to help with 

parking deck maintenance in a meaningful way.

 The DDA takes in less net income now than it did in the early 2000’s and 

today just under 20% more than it did in 1993.

 The DDA was able to contribute between $10,000 and $60,000 over the 

past few years to assist with the cost of parking maintenance – averaging

about $29,000 annually.

 The DDA cannot afford to subsidize parking.



Here’s the what DDA takes in:



The bulk of the funding for supporting 

the Parking Fund came from the 

General Fund.



So what did that mean?
 The General Fund transfers have been people’s property tax money. The

average taxpayers have subsidized the parking decks because the City did
not have another choice.

 From 2012 to 2015 when that last major maintenance project was done the 
General Fund transferred $1,043,000 to Parking. That’s $260,750 each 
year from people’s property taxes.

 Whether we are talking about the past or talking about what is it going to
take to keep pumping money into the deck, it has already been established 
that neither the Parking Fund nor the DDA can generate enough money to 
cover it.

 To put it in perspective: what does it take to generate $260,750 worth of
property taxes? Whether that’s how did we do it before, or how we could 
expect to keep doing it, we could boil it down to what that costs from 
everyone’s property taxes. That’s the General Fund. 

 Let’s do a story problem…



 In 2020, the General Fund took in about $1,617,618.16 in Real Property 

taxes. That’s the taxes we pay on our houses or the taxes that a landlord 

pays on their apartment house

 The above number doesn’t count the DDA or the TIFA districts. Those 

property taxes stay in those districts.

 That amount is determined by the people’s taxable value on their property

multiplied by the tax rate (millage). Our tax rate is 15 mills, so:

$1,617,618.16 / 15 mills = $107,841.20 per mill

so then if you need to come up with $260,750 through the millage 

(property taxes):

$260,750 / $107,840 per mill = 2.41 mills, let’s round to 2.4 mills.

That is $2.40 for every $1,000 of 

taxable value.



A quick note on taxable value:

 Houses and properties are assessed a value by the tax assessor. 

 There are 3 values associated with a house or property:

1. True Cash Value is basically “what it is worth if you sold it”

2. Assessed Value is what the assessor says it is worth for taxes and that’s

usually about 50% of the True Cash Value, but they are bound by the:

3. Taxable Value is the value we pay tax on. It is usually pretty close to the 

Assessed Value, but can vary.

 We are going to be working in TAXABLE VALUE because that is what we 

pay the taxes on.



Let’s look at some average homes and 

properties in Houghton. What did (or what would) 

those 2.4 mills mean to them? (These are real properties)

 A house in West Houghton with a taxable value of $53,284 (this is an 

average house, the one that would sell for around $100,000):

$53,284 x .0024 = $127.88 per year toward that $260,750 needed for the deck

 A house up off of West Sharon in the newer subdivisions with a taxable 

value of $135,509 (that $250,000 house…)

$135,509 x .0024 = $325.22 per year toward that $260,750 for the deck

 An apartment building on College Avenue with a taxable value of 

$731,029:

$731,029 x .0024 = $1,754.47 per year toward that $260,750 for the deck



What could we have done with that General 

Fund money every year – or what could we 

be doing with it in the future?

 We could pave about a mile of the waterfront trail

 We could rebuild and repave almost a mile of City street

 We could replace almost a mile of sidewalk

 We could build a roof over the Edwards Street ice rink

 We could fund real parks and recreation programming

 We could leverage it as match for available grants

 We could simply offer more services to the taxpayers

 We could ward off future tax increases since the City’s expenses are 

still subject to inflation like everything else



If we’re going to need new money; 

how much?

 We can continue to keep fixing things when they need it or start a regular

maintenance plan where we invest money each year. Last time that cost 

more than $250,000 each year on average.

 Right now the immediate need is estimated at $1,000,000+

 We could look at bonding a replacement deck, but that will cost hundreds 

of thousands per year in ADDITIONAL funds.

 The Parking Fund does not generate enough income year-to-year to fund 

more than about $50,000 worth of work. For past major work requiring 

additional money the City has been forced to transfer funds from the 

General Fund, DDA Fund, or Equipment Fund.



But, we’re going to have to do something…
 Keep on making repairs every year. Right now there’s $1,000,000 worth 

needed. For discussion let’s say we come up with the money and then 
spend $250,000 every year to keep the repairs going.

 We could just take it down. That’s over $1,000,000 by current estimates. 
Let’s say we pay for that over time at about $250,000 per year and it’ll take 
5 years.

 Let’s take it down and replace it. We’ll be conservative and just say that’s 
$8,500,000 and we’ll go out and get a loan (bond) and have to charge 
someone to pay it back. $8.5M for 30 years at 2.5% interest has a 
payment of $406,110 per year – let’s round it to $400,000

So, let’s say we need to generate 
$250,000 to $400,000 every year for 

awhile.



But, there are a few things to think 

about…

 Continued repair to extend the life of the deck does not prevent the 

inevitable need to actually replace it. It only delays it a while longer – and 

we just did that.

 That continued repair and replacement will likely mean that large sections 

will be unavailable for entire seasons at a time.

 The simplest option of taking it down significantly reduces the amount of 

parking and takes away that ability to park “up there”. 

 Even replacing it will mean that for at least one year everyone will lose that 

back access at some point.



If we still have to do something, we’re 

going to have to find that money 

somewhere. Who should pay?

 It could be all the taxpayers in Houghton. We’d just have to make it a 

regular thing to transfer money from the General Fund. What do we cut to 

free up the money?

 Everyone could pay more taxes whether they use it or not.

 We could charge the people who use the deck more to park there.

 We could charge the businesses that receive a benefit from the deck.

 We could charge the whole downtown or levy an assessment on the entire 

DDA.



This is a summary. I can take anyone 

through the math if they’d like:



To generate that $250K to $400K 

annually, that table in a nutshell:
 People who live and work downtown and need to park could pay $1,400 to 

$2,000 per year for a permit.

 If we charged just those businesses “on the deck” they could pay by the 
foot. Someone who owns a 50’ lot would need to pay an additional
$23,000 to $37,000 per year in taxes – every year.

 If we charged our whole downtown for the deck by the front foot they own 
on the streets, that average 50’ lot will pay $2,400 to $3,800 per year in 
taxes – every year.

 If we put a millage on the whole DDA district, including the houses, 
someone with an average taxable value of $90,000 would pay $2,600 to 
$4,200 in additional taxes – every year.

 If we put a millage on the whole of the City taxpayers the average house 
would pay $166 to $670 in additional taxes – every year.



Points to ponder:

 WE have an aging deck which is going to need massive long-term 

investment whether we keep applying band-aids, tear it down, or replace it.

 WE just spent a lot of taxpayer money on it to buy us time to work on a 

long-term solution.

 WE have a duty to find a solution that does not place a burden on our

downtown businesses or the average taxpayer.

 WE had to close portions of it last year due to age deterioration-related 

safety issues. They are still closed.

 WE have a new year and a fresh start now.



Should we study this more? Come up

with our own community consensus?

 We can, but the clock has been ticking for several years now.

 If it is a community project the community will have to find a way to pay for 

it – and pay for the ongoing operation and maintenance of whatever it is.

 If it is a development project requiring private capital investment, that 

investment requires a return no matter how big or how small.



We can get that outside expert to tell 

us what to do…

 Such a program could run up to $50,000 or even $100,000, but the cost 

will depend heavily on the scope – though some of the due diligence 

materials may be reusable (parking study, etc.).

 A lot of what that developer has already done will likely be repeated. 

 Offers have been made to help defray the cost.

 That planner will hold public comment sessions, gather input, and build 

consensus. That consensus is also going to need input from persons 

familiar with development (developers).

 That expert will take all of that input and make recommendations.

 We should know something in 6 months to a year.



The City Manager is asking the  

Council for direction given the 

proposed private development may no 

longer be a viable option.

If there are options the Council would

like explored, we have a meeting next 

week.




