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Ameregis is a research and geographic informa-
tion systems (GIS) firm that documents the evolv-
ing development patterns and the growing social
and economic disparities within U.S. metropolitan
regions. Ameregis is dedicated to integrating GIS
mapping and traditional research methods to
inform decision-making at all levels. With its part-
ner, Metropolitan Area Research Corporation,
Ameregis assists individuals and groups in fash-
ioning local remedies that address these concerns.
Myron Orfield, a nationally recognized leader in
land use, social and fiscal equity and regional gov-
ernance reform, is the founder of Ameregis and
MARC. 

Michigan Metropatterns was created to docu-
ment trends in Michigan metropolitan areas that
threaten their economies, environment and quali-
ty of life, and to foster open dialogue about poten-
tial solutions. Nearly 20 representatives of govern-
ment, academia and nonprofit and public-interest
organizations across the state provided comments
on this report during its production. 

The report was produced with the generous
support of the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation,
W. K. Kellogg Foundation, Archdiocese of Detroit,
Frey Foundation, Ezekiel Project/Diocese of
Saginaw, ISAAC (Kalamazoo), MOSES (Detroit),
Michigan Local Government Management
Association, Michigan Municipal League
Foundation, and the Tri-County Regional Planning
Commission (Lansing). 
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ichigan is at a crossroads. The
state is facing complex social and
economic challenges, including a
budget crisis that will be felt by every
community across the state. But
Michigan is also poised to make
meaningful reforms in how it man-

ages growth, supported by an increasing recognition
that the state’s current development patterns are threat-
ening its economic competitiveness and quality of life. 

In fact, Michigan’s future health and economic per-
formance is directly related to the social, fiscal and
physical condition of its cities, villages and townships,
particularly those in metropolitan areas. More than
four of every five Michigan residents live in the Detroit,
Grand Rapids, Lansing, Kalamazoo, Flint and Saginaw
regions and the communities in and around Traverse
City.1 These regions have distinct histories, economies
and natural features, but they also have much in com-
mon when it comes to regional development. 

The state’s central cities are seriously troubled, and
a growing number of suburbs is experiencing similar
strains. Low-density development is threatening valuable
farmland and natural habitat on the urban edge and
straining local budgets. The rising waves of protest against
congestion, disappearing open space and the costs asso-
ciated with growth suggest that no group—not even the
wealthiest suburbs—is fully satisfied with the status quo. 

Development patterns in Michigan’s metropolitan
areas provide good reason to be concerned about the
future. But there are actions leaders at all levels of gov-
ernment can take to turn things around. 

Here are the report’s main findings: 

All Types of Communities 
are Hurt by the Way
Michigan is Growing
The state’s central cities are struggling. As a
group, for example, they must cope with poverty rates
more than twice their regions’ average with local tax
bases that are less than half of the average. Their infra-

structure is aging and their populations are declining
or growing only slightly.

Social  and f iscal  stresses  are  not  l imited

to  central  c it ies . Nearly two-thirds of people liv-
ing outside central cities find themselves in communi-
ties struggling with social or fiscal stress. One group of
suburbs and secondary cities is experiencing problems
typically associated with large cities, including weak
tax bases and significant and growing poverty in their
schools. Another group of outlying places has fewer
social needs, but is facing the costs of inadequate infra-
structure with low tax bases and modest household
incomes. Even many fast-growing, middle-class sub-
urbs are struggling to provide needed schools, roads
and sewer systems with slow-growing tax bases. 

Just a small share of the population lives in

affluent suburbs with expensive homes and plen-
tiful commercial development. But even these places
are experiencing the negative effects of unmanaged
growth, including the loss of valued open space and
increasing traffic congestion. Like all communities,
they share the extra costs of state government pro-
grams needed to address highly concentrated poverty
and infrastructure investments that encourage wasteful
land development on the urban edge.

1Photo credit: David-Lorne Photographic

M
Many of Michigan’s natural areas are threatened by sprawling
development.
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Michigan’s Growth Patterns
Create Serious Social and
Fiscal Disparities
Fiscal inequality

•  Local governments in Michigan have radically differ-
ent property tax bases they can tap to pay for needed
public services. Across the regions, the highest-tax-
base places have anywhere from three to eight times
the revenue-raising capacity of the lowest-tax-base
places. The pressure to raise revenue has driven a
wasteful competition for tax base among local govern-
ments. 

• Fiscal disparities among local governments can be
expected to widen as planned changes in the state’s
revenue-sharing program reduce aid to older com-
munities facing growing social and physical needs.

• Unbalanced growth increases the overall costs of
important public services like schools. For example,
while districts in declining areas are closing schools
to adjust for falling enrollment, many fast-growing
suburban districts are building expensive new facili-
ties to keep up with a stream of new students. 

Sprawl

• Despite slow population growth in most areas,
sprawling development in Michigan’s regions is con-
suming more and more open space. From 1970 to
2000, the amount of developed land increased as
much as 10 times faster than population. 

• Many of the communities experiencing rapid popula-
tion and job growth have little housing affordable to
low- and moderate-income households, a fact that
limits the opportunities of these households and rein-
forces existing patterns of segregation. 

Social separation

• Segregation in Michigan’s schools is also limiting the
life opportunities of many of its children. The degree of
income segregation in schools is high, and it increased
in the late 1990s in every region in this study. 

• Racial segregation in schools is also severe. During
the late 1990s it held steady or increased in every
region but Detroit, where, despite a slight drop, racial
segregation remains high both compared to other
Michigan regions and to large metropolitan areas
across the U.S.

• Race and poverty remain highly correlated. Across the
regions in this study, students of color are anywhere

from two to 10 times more likely than white students
to attend high-poverty schools, hurting their chances
for educational success.

Reform Is Needed to 
Chart a Different Course
Without changes to the development forces shaping
the state, there is every reason to believe social and
economic disparities will continue to grow, with an
ever-larger island of stress in the core of regions, and a
ring of sprawl devouring even more land around it. 

Public policies contribute to these problems, and
public policies—implemented both in the short and
long term—can help solve them: 

• Tax reforms can stabilize stressed communities and
assure that all residents receive at least a minimum
level of public services. 

• Regional land-use planning can help communities
revitalize stressed neighborhoods, conserve open space
and limit costly new sprawl-inducing infrastructure. 

• Metropolitan partnerships can more effectively
address issues that cross municipal boundaries,
ensure the efficient delivery of public services and
provide a forum for all communities to participate in
regional decision-making. 

Now More than Ever,
Reform is Possible
These regional strategies offer a powerful agenda for
Michigan at a time when the negative consequences of
unbalanced growth are mounting. Across the state, expen-
sive road projects have threatened both established com-
munities and open space. Bruising annexation battles over
tax base have wasted limited public resources. Local zon-
ing policies have left communities voiceless on activities in
neighboring communities that affect them. Older commu-
nities are feeling the pressures of growing social strain and
the bite of state fiscal policies that favor growing places
over established ones. More and more Michigan residents
are feeling the pain caused by these patterns. 

Regional solutions have become even more impor-
tant at this time of economic stress—the state’s worst
fiscal crisis in decades—because they offer concrete
tools to increase regional efficiency and make the best
use of limited public resources. 

Given these trends, and a chorus of increasingly
supportive voices in the state capital, it is time to take
action. An opportunity like this is unlikely to emerge
again for another generation or longer. 



ome to more than four of every
five Michigan residents, the
seven regions in this report—
Detroit, Grand Rapids, Lansing,
Kalamazoo, Flint, Saginaw and
Traverse City—represent a wide
range of experiences. Many are

still recovering from decades of declining
manufacturing employment, but some are
experiencing economic growth in areas rang-
ing from services and education to tourism.
These regions display notable disparities in
tax base, household income and poverty lev-
els, and vary widely in density and size.  

But these Michigan regions, like those
throughout the country, share a set of critical
characteristics—they are struggling with
growing racial and economic separation, serious
fiscal disparities and the costs imposed by sprawling
development. 

Michigan Metropatterns finds that the way the
state is growing is hurting all types of communities—
from the most impoverished to the most affluent.
Analysis of demographic and fiscal trends in the
seven regions shows how poorly planned, inefficient
development and the regional competition for tax
base are hurting almost every city and suburb, wast-
ing resources, harming the environment and under-
mining the promise of equal opportunity for all.

Disparities within regions are a cause for con-
cern because, for better or worse, the well-being of
different parts of metropolitan areas are linked.
Research has shown, for example, that median
household incomes of central cities and their sub-
urbs move up and down together in most regions
and that the strength of this relationship appears to
be increasing. In addition, metropolitan areas with
the smallest gap between city and suburban
incomes have greater regional job growth.2 Finally,
in large metropolitan areas, income growth in cen-
tral cities results in income growth and house-value
appreciation in the suburbs.3 

These and other studies argue that communities

within metropolitan areas are interdependent and
that when social and economic disparities are mini-
mized, the entire region is stronger. 

Community Classification 

An important prerequisite for planning for the future
is an understanding of the complexity of Michigan’s
metropolitan areas. This report relied on a statistical
procedure called cluster analysis to classify communi-
ties according to fiscal, social and physical characteris-
tics. (See page 7 for a description of the clustering
technique and page 58 for a summary of characteris-
tics by region). 

The analysis revealed a wide diversity of suburban
experiences. In fact, nearly two-thirds of all suburban
residents live in places facing stress—defined by mea-
ger tax resources, high public-service needs or both.4

(Throughout the report, the term “suburb” refers to any
city, village or township located outside of a region’s
primary central city, including some largely rural com-
munities and some cities not meeting the threshold for
central-city designation.) 

Seven different types of communities emerged from
the clustering process:

3Photo credit: David-Lorne Photographic

H
New subdivisions are popping up across Michigan, even
though the population in most regions is growing slowly.
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Central cities in Michigan face varying degrees of
strain, but overall they remain highly stressed com-
pared to other communities in their regions. They are
home to a disproportionate and growing share of the
regions’ poor, and are suffering from severe racial seg-
regation and aging infrastructure. Although they have
strengths—among them downtowns and attractive
older homes and public spaces—central cities must
provide for great social need with tax bases significant-
ly lower than average—44 percent of the regional aver-
age, as a group. As a result, their municipal property
tax rates are twice the regional average and rising
quickly. All these factors discourage investment and
dramatically limit the opportunities of residents. 

Home to 19 percent of the popula-
tion in the seven regions, central
cities are Detroit, Grand Rapids,
Lansing, Flint, Kalamazoo, Saginaw
and Traverse City. 

Stressed suburbs are facing aging
infrastructure, growing social needs
and tax bases that are below regional
averages and growing slowly. As a
group, their residents have relatively
low median incomes and their
schools face relatively high rates of
student poverty. The combination of
growing needs and limited tax base is
forcing these places to levy high tax
rates—on average, tax rates in these
places are 50 percent higher than
regional averages.

Home to 11 percent of the popu-
lation in the seven regions, this is
a particularly heterogeneous group.
It includes older, inner suburbs witnessing the expan-
sion of social stress from central cities, including
places like Highland Park in the Detroit area and Buena
Vista Township outside of Saginaw; as well as outlying,
mostly rural communities struggling with rural pover-
ty and stagnant or falling population, like Geneva
Township in Van Buren County. In addition, it includes
a number of older cities, like East Lansing, Pontiac and
Battle Creek. 

At-risk, established suburbs, home to 23 percent of
the metro areas’ residents, were once at the edge of
metropolitan growth. Outwardly they still appear
healthy, with little poverty in their schools and low
unemployment. Most have relatively convenient, cen-
tral locations. But now densely developed, these com-
munities also exhibit signs that they are losing ground

to even more outlying places. Their tax bases are below
average and growing slowly, while their tax rates are
above regional averages and rising. These places have
below-average median incomes, and, in most cases
their populations are growing slowly or declining. 

At-risk established suburbs include inner suburbs
like Warren, Wyoming and Saginaw Township, outlying
small towns like Marshall and cities like Ann Arbor. 

At-risk, low-density suburbs are also feeling strains. As
a group, their population is growing slowly, their medi-
an incomes are below-average and their housing
stock—and infrastructure—is older than average.
Their tax bases are growing more quickly than average,

but are still low relative to their regions. Likewise, their
tax rates are still below average, but rising faster than
in any other community type. Residents of these very
low-density communities face some of their regions’
longest commutes. There is little racial diversity, and
free-lunch rates in their schools are about average.  

Home to 10 percent of metropolitan residents, at-
risk, low-density communities include East Bay
Township near Traverse City and Emmett Township
outside Battle Creek. 

Bedroom-developing suburbs, home to 20 percent of
the population, are fast-growing, middle-class places.

Across Michigan, people are spending more time in
their cars. 



With higher-achieving schools, lower land costs and
wide-open spaces, these places appear to offer an
alternative to declining communities in the core. But
over time the cost of growth— for schools, roads, parks
and police—can exceed the fiscal resources of taxpay-
ers. Indeed, although these places have above-average
tax bases, the costs of growth are catching up to them:
their tax bases are growing more slowly than average.
As in at-risk rural communities, workers living in these
places face some of their regions’ longest commutes. 

Examples of bedroom-developing suburbs include
Monitor Township in Bay County, Eaton Rapids
Township outside Lansing and Macomb Township
north of Detroit. 

Low-stress suburbs are home to 15 percent of the
regions’ population, and a large share of their expen-
sive homes and commercial activity. These communi-
ties have very low levels of school poverty and low
unemployment. But the opportunities of these places
are limited to a lucky few—less than a third of their
housing stock is affordable to even middle-income
households, a fact that can make it hard for local
employers to find the workers they need. 

Although these communities appear to reap the
spoils of regional competition, they too feel its costs,
including shrinking green space and lengthening com-
mutes. Their built environment provides commuters
with few transportation choices—nearly nine in ten
drive to work alone.  

Georgetown Township outside Grand Rapids, Texas
Township near Kalamazoo, and Bloomfield Hills are a
few of the state’s low-stress suburbs. 

Industrial towns represent just 3 percent of the popu-
lation of the seven regions. But these communities
stand apart from the others because they have high
property-tax bases and low unemployment rates, juxta-
posed with relatively low median incomes and high

school-poverty rates. That unusual set of characteris-
tics reflects the presence of major commercial-indus-
trial activities in a community that is experiencing
social stress. Dearborn and South Haven are examples
of the communities in this group. 

Fiscal Inequality 

The wide diversity of community types in metropolitan
Michigan reflects the fact that its communities are fac-
ing a wide array of social and fiscal conditions. In many
cases, fiscal strain has expanded from the central city
into older suburbs that are now losing ground to even
newer, outlying communities. 

One measure of fiscal disparity is the ratio of tax
base in a high-capacity place (the community with tax
base at the region’s 95th percentile) to the tax base in a
low-capacity community (the one with tax base at the
5th percentile). Of the regions in this report, the
tourism-oriented Traverse City area shows the greatest
inequality in property tax base (see table on page 60).
Its 95th-to-5th ratio, 7.9, means that if all places in the
region levied the same property tax rate, the high-
capacity place would generate nearly eight times the
revenue per household of the low-capacity place. Even
in the most equitable metropolitan areas, Grand
Rapids and Lansing, the high-capacity place would still
generate over three times the revenue per household as
the low-capacity place. 

This fiscal divide is driven largely by Michigan
local governments’ heavy reliance on locally generat-
ed tax revenues to pay for public services. That
reliance has led to a fierce competition for develop-
ments that generate more in taxes than they cost in
services. As a result, from the point of view of com-
munities, big commercial projects and high-end
housing are desirable additions to the local tax base,
while housing affordable to low- and even moderate-
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In the end, 
just a few places 

“win” the limited supply
of lucrative homes and 
businesses in a region. 
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income families is not. That’s
because low-cost housing does
not “pay its way”—its local serv-
ice costs (for roads, public safety
and other local services) exceed
the resulting property-tax revenues.

Among the results of the waste-
ful competition for tax base are
great inequalities in the level of
services communities can provide.
While tax-base-rich cities can pro-
vide high-quality services at rea-
sonable rates, fast-growing cities
with low tax bases often struggle to
keep up with the onslaught of new
residents and the schools, roads
and sewers they require. Older
communities facing stagnant tax
bases must cut services or raise tax 
rates to provide desired services. Either choice puts
them at a disadvantage in the regional competition for
jobs and residents. 

Further, the intense pressure to grab tax-generating
developments offers no incentive for communities to
cooperate on land-use planning or other efforts that
can help rein in sprawling development. These pres-
sures help drive the outward growth of Michigan’s
regions, encouraging communities to quickly develop
land that may be more appropriately preserved for
habitat, farming or more thoughtful development in
the future. 

Sprawl 

Disparities are exacerbated by the state’s built environ-
ment. Despite slow population growth in most areas,
Michigan’s regions continue to expand outward. From

1970 to 2000, the amount of land in urban uses grew
significantly faster than population in most regions. In
the Flint region, for instance, population fell by 2 per-
cent during that period, while the amount of urban
land grew by 72 percent. Even in fast-growing Grand
Rapids, the amount of land in urbanized uses grew
twice as fast as population. 

This “hollowing out” of regions has serious cost
implications. In recent months several urban school
districts, including Flint, Saginaw and Grand Rapids,
announced plans to close school buildings that are no
longer full due to declining enrollment. At the same
time, communities on the urban edge, like the fast-
growing Grand Blanc school district located just south
of Flint, must spend millions of dollars to build new
schools to accommodate the new students arriving
each year. In addition to financial implications, such
changes also cause headaches for families in both
declining and growing communities. For example,
students often must change schools as attendance
boundaries are adjusted.5

The effects of unbalanced growth harm not just
individual communities, but entire regions. For exam-
ple, many communities in greater Detroit face failing
or improperly sited septic systems and overflowing
sewer systems. These faulty systems are sending
untreated sewage to Lake St. Clair, a valuable regional
resource that provides recreation, natural habitat and
drinking water to over 4.5 million people.6 But many
of the cities and townships involved—both older
communities in the region’s core and new, tax-base

6

Once at the edge of metropolitan growth, many older suburbs
like Southfield are now losing retailers to newer communities.
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Because this study includes 668
municipalities, it is impossible to individu-
ally measure each one against the others.
Instead the report relies on a statistical
procedure called cluster analysis to assign
places to groups that are as internally
homogeneous and as distinct from one
another as possible, based on specified
social, fiscal and physical characteristics.7

Characteristics used to cluster Michigan
communities were: 

• property tax base per household in 2000

• growth in property tax base per house-
hold from 1995 to 2000

• median household income in 1999

• share of elementary students eligible for
free and reduced-price lunches in 2001

• household growth from 1995 to 2000

• household density in 2000

The resulting groups consist of communi-
ties that are similar, but not necessarily
perfectly homogeneous. For instance, a
specific place with greater-than-average
tax base per household may fall into a
group that, on average, has lower-than-
average tax base because it is similar to
the other members of the group in density
and poverty level. 

The variables used in the cluster analy-
sis provide a snapshot of a community in
two dimensions—the costs associated with
its social and physical needs and its ability
to raise revenues from local tax base.
Fiscal capabilities are measured by tax
base and the change in tax base. The
remaining variables were selected to cap-
ture a range of characteristics that affect
public-service costs. Income is a proxy for
several factors that can affect costs. Low
incomes and high poverty levels are associ-
ated with greater needs for services and
increased costs of reaching a given level of
service. Density is another important pre-
dictor of cost. Very low densities can

increase per-person costs for public servic-
es involving transportation—schools,
police and fire—and infrastructure—roads
and sewers. Moderate to high densities, on
the other hand, can limit them. 

Similarly, population declines and large
increases tend to increase the per-person
costs of long-lived assets like sewers,
streets or buildings. When population
declines, the costs of these assets must
be spread across fewer taxpayers. When
population is growing rapidly, the costs of
new infrastructure tend to fall dispropor-
tionately on current residents (compared
to future residents) because of the diffi-
culty of spreading the costs over the full
lifetime of the assets.

These variables also capture a cross-
section of the socioeconomic characteristics
that define a place’s character. Density,
income and growth are among the factors
people examine when deciding if a commu-
nity is “their kind of place.” 

Before clustering, two groups were
created for communities facing special
issues. The seven central cities were
placed in their own cluster. A second group
consists of industrial towns, places where,
due to the presence of major industry,
property tax bases were high relative to
residents’ incomes. Communities were
placed in this group if their tax base as a
percent of the regional average was more
than twice their median household income
as a percent of the regional average. 

School district classification

School districts comprise another impor-
tant part of Michigan’s local fiscal land-
scape. To measure the combined effects of
districts’ fiscal capacities and service
needs, this study created a school district
classification system. Districts were first
grouped by revenue capacity per pupil.
That’s the revenue a district would gener-
ate for each student if it assessed the
state’s average tax rate to its own tax
base, plus state and federal aid. 

Aid is included because it is a signifi-
cant share of Michigan school revenues.
This is especially true since 1994, when
voters approved the school finance
reforms in Proposal A. By 2000, state
funding supported 84 percent of total
school spending in the seven regions in
this study. As a result, disparities in rev-
enue capacity per pupil are narrower in
Michigan than in most states.

In the classification system, districts
with capacities per pupil of 110 percent of
the regional average or higher were clas-
sified as high capacity. Those with capaci-
ties of 90 percent of average or less were
classified as low capacity. Remaining dis-
tricts were considered moderate capacity. 

Districts were then categorized as
either low- or high-cost. High-cost dis-
tricts fit at least one of three criteria—a
free- or reduced-price-lunch eligibility
rate greater than 40 percent, enrollment
growth exceeding 15 percent from 1995
to 2001 or enrollment decline of 5 percent
or more. Districts not meeting any of
these criteria were considered low-cost. 

These measures reflect a range of fac-
tors that affect costs. Quickly growing
enrollments often increase costs because
it is difficult to spread associated capital
costs over the full lifetime of the assets. A
high rate of free-lunch eligibility, a com-
mon proxy for poverty, generates greater
needs for services and increases the cost
of reaching a particular level of service.

Enrollment declines increase costs per
pupil because fixed costs are spread over
fewer students and some variable costs
are difficult to reduce in a relatively short
period. Proposal A has exacerbated this
relationship because revenues coming
from state aid change immediately in
response to enrollment changes, while
property-tax revenues change much more
slowly. Since Proposal A greatly increased
the share of revenues coming from state
aid, local school-district budgets are now
much more sensitive to enrollment
declines than they were prior to 1994.



poor communities on the fringe—don’t have enough
money to handle the cost of remediation, which could
reach into the billions.8

Another consequence of sprawling development is
the state’s strained transportation system. The average
commute in Michigan increased 14 percent during the
1990s, to 24.1 minutes.9 Supported by the state’s low-
density built environment and automotive traditions,
over 83 percent of Michigan commuters drove alone to
work, the highest share of any state in the U.S.10 These
pressures are exposing the state’s failure to adequately
maintain existing roads as well as the insufficiency of
its public transportation systems. 

Social Separation 

Many of the places facing the greatest fiscal stresses
and slowest population growth are the same places
facing great social needs. Poor people and people of
color are disproportionately located in Michigan’s
central cities and stressed suburbs—places with the
highest shares of affordable housing and low and
slow-growing tax bases. 

This divide is most clearly reflected in the state’s
schools. The well-being of schools is important
because they are the leading indicators of commu-
nity health. When the perceived quality of a school
declines, it can set in motion a vicious cycle of mid-
dle-class flight and disinvestment.11 Many schools
in older suburbs are now showing the same pat-
terns of social change that occurred a generation
ago in central cities. 

Decline in the core helps drive rapid growth on the
edge, a pattern that stresses schools in both places. In
fact, analysis of school districts in the seven regions
shows that nearly half of suburban elementary stu-
dents are enrolled in a district experiencing signs of
stress—high poverty, enrollment decline or rapid
enrollment growth.

Segregation is also high and growing in Michigan
regions’ schools. In 2001, the share of poor students
who would need to change schools to achieve the same
mix of poor and non-poor students in each building
ranged from 57 percent in the Detroit region to 27 per-
cent in the Traverse City area. These figures are higher
than the corresponding figures for 1995 in every metro-
politan area in this study. The biggest increase was in
the Saginaw region, with large increases in Grand
Rapids and Kalamazoo as well (see table on page 60). 

The problems associated with concentrated pover-
ty—everything from high crime to poor health—place a
significant burden on municipal resources and dis-
courage investment. Ultimately people living in high-
poverty neighborhoods become isolated from educa-

tional and employment opportunities available to resi-
dents in other areas, making it extremely difficult for
them to participate fully in the regional economy.

Patterns of income segregation are built into the
regions’ housing stocks. In Michigan’s low-stress com-
munities, for example, fewer than one-third of housing
units are affordable to even moderate-income house-
holds—those with up to 80 percent of their region’s
median income. Conversely, 89 percent of units in cen-
tral cities and 82 percent of units in stressed suburbs
are affordable to those households. 

These patterns are especially harmful to people of
color. In part due to subtle discrimination in the
housing market, they are much more likely than
whites to live in high-poverty areas.12 That means
that segregated schools are very likely to be poor
schools. For example, 66 percent of non-Asian minor-
ity students in the Lansing area attend high-poverty
schools, while only 13 percent of white students
attend them.13 Across the state, minority students are
anywhere from two to 10 times more likely than
white students to attend such schools.14

Racial segregation remains even more severe than
income segregation in the state’s metropolitan areas.
The share of minority students who would need to
change schools to achieve the same mix of minority
and non-minority students in each building ranged
from a high of 81 percent in Detroit to lows of 50 per-
cent in Lansing and 40 percent in the Traverse City
area.15 Percentages increased or stayed the same in
every region but Detroit during the late 1990s. The
share in Detroit fell slightly, down from 83 percent, but
remains high not only compared to other Michigan
regions, but also to other large metropolitan areas
across the country.16 The biggest increases in this meas-
ure took place in the Traverse City and Lansing areas. 
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ocial and fiscal strain is casting an
increasingly wide net in Michigan’s largest
metropolitan area. Although the nine-
county region as a whole experienced
moderate growth during the 1990s—popu-
lation grew by 5.5 percent and employ-
ment by 16 percent—growth was very

unbalanced. While outlying Livingston, Lapeer and
Washtenaw counties grew quickly, the region’s core
declined—Wayne County lost 2 percent of its residents
and the city of Detroit lost nearly 8 percent. 

In fact, the city of Detroit, home to 18 percent of the
region’s households, continues to struggle with con-
centrated poverty and declining population with a
property tax base just one-third of the regional average.
But the city is not alone in facing social and fiscal
strain. Nearly one-half of the region’s population now
resides in suburban areas facing significant fiscal or
social stresses—10 percent in stressed suburbs and 37
percent in at-risk suburbs or industrial towns. 

Most of these places must deal with significant and
growing poverty with lower-than-average tax bases that
are growing more slowly than average. In fact, six sub-
urban school districts—Highland Park, Ecorse,
Hamtramck, River Rouge, Inkster-Edison and
Westwood—had higher free or reduced-price lunch eli-
gibility rates than Detroit, where 70 percent of students
were eligible for the program.

The region remains highly segregated by race. In
order to achieve an identical mix of minority and non-
minority students in each elementary school in the

region, 81 percent of
non-Asian minority
students would need
to change buildings.
The comparable fig-
ure for the region in
1997—82 percent—
was by far the highest
share of any major
U.S. region.17 Of the
175 schools with
non-Asian minority

enrollments of 90 percent or more, 160 were in Detroit.
All but four of the rest were in suburban districts facing
growing social stress with limited fiscal resources.

Race and poverty remain highly correlated. In 2001,
78 percent of non-Asian minority elementary students
attended high-poverty schools. The corresponding per-
centage for white students was just 8 percent.

Fiscal disparities among local governments are also
very significant. In 2001, the ratio of tax base in the
municipality at the region’s 95th percentile to that in
the 5th percentile municipality was 4.8-to-1. Although
this represents a slight decline from 1995, it still means
that if all municipalities assessed the same property
tax rate, the high tax-base place would raise nearly five
times the revenue of the low base place. This disparity
is reflected in the tax rates that places actually assess—
rates are highest in the central city and in stressed and
at-risk suburbs.18

Disparities are also reflected in the distribution of
affordable housing. The region’s low-stress suburbs
have by far the least affordable housing. Just 20 percent
of the housing in these places is affordable to house-
holds with incomes at or below 80 percent of regional
median—less than half the regional rate. 

9

Detroit Region

Photo credit: Michigan Land Use Institute/Pat Owens

S
Low-density commercial development adds tax base, 
but also requires significant public expenditures. 
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Population Change

Changes in population are a good reflection of the sprawling
development taking place in the Detroit area. Most outlying commu-
nities saw significant growth during the 1990s, while many already
developed communities in the core—Detroit and adjacent suburbs—
saw stagnant or declining population. Older cities on the region’s out-

skirts, including Port Huron and Adrian, also saw population losses.
Population declines can hurt communities because they leave fewer
people to pay for needed public services. Many communities that lost
population had stable or growing household change in the same peri-
od, a fact that reflects shrinking household size.

Map 1. Percentage Change in Population by Census Tract, 1990-2000
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Housing DevelopmentHousing Development

The amount of land in the Detroit region that reached urban
densities between 1970 and 2000 grew far faster than the region’s
population in the same period.19 Areas that developed during the

1980s and 1990s included a number of noncontiguous areas—one
common definition of sprawl. Detroit and most of the suburbs in
the core of the region were already developed by 1970.

Map 2. Housing Development by Census Tract, 1970-2000

Da
ta

 S
ou

rc
e:

 U
.S

. C
en

su
s 

Bu
re

au



CT

KNEY

Romulus

12

Poverty in Schools

Metropolitan Detroit displays great extremes in wealth that
are reflected in its schools. High concentrations of poverty are seen
not only in Detroit and the outlying cities of Pontiac, Ypsilanti, Port
Huron and Adrian but also in many of Detroit’s inner suburbs.

Problems associated with concentrated poverty dramatically limit
the opportunities of residents, discourage investment in neighbor-
hoods, and place a burden on local government resources. 

Map 3. Percentage of Elementary Students Eligible for Free and

Reduced-Price Lunch by School, 2001

Poverty in Schools
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Growing school poverty is not limited to any one area of the Detroit
region. In fact, poverty is increasing quickly in many inner suburbs. In the
Inkster-Edison, Westwood and River Rouge districts, for example, student
poverty increased 19 percentage points from 1995 to 2001, while it fell by

1 percent in the region as a whole. Many outlying suburban districts also
saw increases in poverty, although rates still remained relatively low at the
end of the period. In Detroit, some elementary schools saw increases in
poverty, while others saw significant drops.

Central Area
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and Reduced-Price Lunch by School, 1995-2001
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Income & Affordable HousingIncome & Affordable Housing

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Community ClassificationCommunity Classification
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he Grand Rapids regional economy is
robust compared to other Michigan met-
ropolitan areas. During the 1990s, the
state’s second largest region enjoyed pop-
ulation growth of 16 percent, the fastest
of any region in this report except
Traverse City and faster than the average

for all U.S. metropolitan areas (13 percent). 
Job growth was even more impressive, easily out-

stripping the other regions. The region experienced a
32 percent gain in total employment and a 21 percent
jump in manufacturing employment. The tax base data
also reflects the overall health of the economy. Only
Detroit and Traverse City regions showed higher prop-
erty tax base per household in 2000 or larger growth in
property-tax base between 1995 and 2000. 

Despite these signs of overall health, the region is
not immune to the harms of growing social separation
and sprawl. Outlying communities are making dispro-
portionate gains in most measures. For example, areas
of Kent County outside Grand Rapids grew more than
four times faster than the city itself. The fastest popula-
tion growth in the 1990s was in Ottawa County, which
grew by 26 percent. Muskegon County experienced the
slowest growth, 7 percent.

Social and fiscal need is concentrated and deepen-
ing in a few places in the region—the cities of Grand
Rapids, Muskegon and Holland; some outlying town-
ships, particularly those in southern Allegan and north
Muskegon counties; and a group of older, inner-
suburban communities with slow-growing tax
bases and rising school poverty rates. In fact,
over half of suburban residents live in communi-
ties already facing significant stresses or at risk of
facing them.

The concentration of poverty in core com-
munities encourages further sprawl as mid-
dle-class families flee to the suburbs. This
outward movement results in a wasteful
duplication of public services. Schools pro-
vide perhaps the most compelling example.
While Grand Rapids district officials are
closing schools due to declining enrollment and 

aging buildings, fast-
growing suburban dis-
tricts like West Ottawa
and Allendale are float-
ing bond proposals to
relieve school over-
crowding and reduce
the use of portable
classrooms.21

In addition to the
inefficient use of re-
sources this pattern
represents, unbalanced
growth is also exacerbating racial and income segre-
gation. Segregation of poor students in the region’s
schools got worse in the late 1990s, and already
severe racial segregation held steady. 

In addition to the wide variations in social indica-
tors, fiscal disparities among the region’s local govern-
ments remain high as well. In fact the community with
tax base at the region’s 95th percentile could generate
over three times the revenue of the community at the
5th percentile if they both assessed the same tax rate.
Over 60 percent of the region’s population resided in
communities with per-household property tax bases
below the regional average.

Photo credit: Huyck Photographic Imaging

T

Local governments compete for developments that gener-
ate more in tax revenue than they require in services.

Grand Rapids Region
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Population Change

Most outlying portions of the Grand Rapids region saw pop-
ulation gains during the 1990s, including much of Kent County,
southern Ottawa County and northern and eastern Allegan County.
At the same time, many portions of the cities of Grand Rapids and
Muskegon lost population, as did the suburbs surrounding them.

Those include some places, like Grand Haven, where the number of
households continued to grow even as population declined,
reflecting a decrease in average household size. Others, like
Muskegon Heights, saw losses in the number of households as well
as in population, often a sign of significant social strain. 

Map 11. Percentage Change in Population by Census Tract, 1990-2000
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Housing DevelopmentHousing Development

Population in the Grand Rapids area grew considerably
between 1970 and 2000, but the amount of land in the region ded-
icated to housing grew more than twice as fast. Most areas that

developed during the 1990s were located on the outskirts of the
region’s three major cities, Grand Rapids, Muskegon and Holland. 

Map 12. Housing Development by Census Tract, 1970-2000

Da
ta

 S
ou

rc
e:

 U
.S

. C
en

su
s 

Bu
re

au



20

Poverty in Schools

The percentage of students eligible for free lunches serves as
a useful proxy for a community’s overall economic condition.
Schools with the greatest shares of poor students are primarily
found within Grand Rapids, Muskegon and Holland. However,
concentrated school poverty is not limited to cities. In some
instances, poverty rates in inner suburban schools exceed the city

rates. For example, 91 percent of students in the Muskegon
Heights district were eligible for free lunches, compared to 75 per-
cent in Muskegon and 73 percent in Grand Rapids. Affluent dis-
tricts are scattered throughout the region, including a ring of com-
munities around Grand Rapids that includes the Forest Hills,
Jerilson and Northview districts.

Map 13. Percentage of Elementary Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-

Price Lunch by School, 2001
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As schools grow poor, whole communities may follow.
Changes in free-lunch eligibility during the late 1990s confirm the
outward movement of poverty—at-risk, inner-suburban school
districts, including Kelloggsville and Godwin Heights, experi-
enced some of the region’s greatest increases in free-lunch eligi-

bility. Many schools in Holland also saw significant increases in
poverty, while in Grand Rapids and Muskegon, some schools saw
increases while others saw declines. Many outlying suburban dis-
tricts such as Rockford and Oakridge saw declining poverty rates
during this time. 

Map 14. Percentage Point Change in Elementary Students Eligible 

for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch by School, 1995-2001
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ome to the state government
and Michigan State University,
the Lansing-area economy is
less vulnerable to troubles in
the manufacturing sector than
Michigan’s other large metro-
politan areas. Despite this,

regional growth was relatively weak in the
1990s. Population grew by just 3.5 percent
and employment by only 10 percent. 

The gains that occurred were largely in
outlying communities and occurred at the
expense of the region’s core. For example,
Ingham County, home to Lansing and East
Lansing, actually saw a slight decline in
population during the 1990s, while both
Clinton and Eaton counties grew by nearly
12 percent. 

This pattern reflects long-term trends in the region.
From 1970 to 2000, the Lansing region’s population
grew by 18 percent while the amount of land utilized
at urban densities grew by 61 percent—a ratio of more
than three to one.

This “hollowing out” of the region stresses both los-
ing and gaining communities. Nearly half of the
region’s students are enrolled in school districts with at
least one high-cost characteristic—a high rate of stu-
dent poverty, significant enrollment decline or rapid
enrollment growth. And almost half of those are in
districts relying on low to moderate fiscal resources to
pay for their significant needs.

The region is also
struggling with grow-
ing segregation. The
share of poor students
who would have to
change schools to
achieve an identical
balance of poor and
non-poor kids in each
school edged up one
percentage point, to 32
percent from 1995 to

2001. The share of non-Asian minority students who
would have to change schools to achieve a perfectly
integrated enrollment increased by five percentage
points to 50 percent, the second largest increase of the
seven regions in this study.

Race and poverty are also highly correlated. In 2001,
66 percent of non-Asian minority elementary students
attended high-poverty schools, up from 60 percent in
1995. The percentage of white students in those
schools was stable, at just 13 percent in both years.

Accompanying the growing social segregation of
the Lansing region was increasing fiscal inequality
among its cities, villages and townships. While fiscal
disparities in all of the other regions in this study
declined in the late 1990s, disparities in the Lansing
region actually increased slightly. By 2000, the com-
munity with tax base at the region’s 95th percentile
could generate over three times the revenue of the
community with tax base at the 5th percentile if they
both assessed the same tax rate. 

25Photo credit: Huyck Photographic Imaging

H
Lansing’s Old Town is attracting businesses with its 
old-style, pedestrian-friendly environment.   

Lansing Region



Map 21. Percentage Change in Population by Census Tract, 1990-2000

Population Change & Housing DevelopmentPopulation Change & Housing Development

26

Although population in the Lansing region as a whole grew by
just 3.5 percent during the 1990s, most outlying areas saw much
larger gains. The biggest increases took place southwest of Lansing,
in an area from Carmel to Onondaga townships. Many communities
in the core, on the other hand, saw population decreases. The cities

of Lansing and East Lansing both lost residents, as did inner por-
tions of DeWitt and Delta townships. In some cases losses reflected
decreasing household size; East Lansing, for example, gained
households even though it lost population overall. 

Map 22. Housing Development by Census Tract, 1970-2000

From 1970 to 2000, the Lansing region’s population grew by
18 percent, while the amount of developed land in the region
grew by 61 percent—more than three times faster. The differ-

ence in growth rates was greatest in the 1970s, while in recent
decades the rates of change in these two variables have been
much closer to one another. 
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Changes in the social make-up of elementary schools pro-
vide a warning for the community as a whole. Student poverty in
the Lansing region is highly concentrated within the Lansing
schools, as well as in several outlying suburban districts, including
Maple Valley and Leslie. Poverty increased slightly in the Lansing

district as a whole from 1995 to 2001, but nine suburban school dis-
tricts, including Maple Valley and Grand Ledge, saw faster increas-
es during the period. Nevertheless, poverty levels remained very
low in other suburban districts, including DeWitt and Okemos. 

Poverty in Schools  Poverty in Schools   

Map 24. Percentage Point Change in Elementary Students Eligible

for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch by School, 1995-2001

Da
ta

 S
ou

rc
e:

 M
ic

hi
ga

n 
De

pa
rt

m
en

t o
f E

du
ca

tio
n

Da
ta

 S
ou

rc
e:

 M
ic

hi
ga

n 
De

pa
rt

m
en

t o
f E

du
ca

tio
n

Map 23. Percentage of Elementary Students Eligible for Free

and Reduced-Price Lunch by School, 2001
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Map 25. Property Tax Base per Household by Municipality, 2000

The ability of a community to provide public services
depends on its capacity to raise revenues from its tax base. The
cities of Lansing and East Lansing—places with growing social
and physical needs—must pay for needed services with low tax
bases that are losing ground relative to outlying communities.

Clusters of high tax-base communities located northwest and
east of the city, on the other hand, enjoy above-average tax bases
and have few social strains to contend with. Suburban communi-
ties just north and south of Lansing saw faster-than-average
growth during the late 1990s.
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Map 26. Percentage Change in Property Tax Base per Household by

Municipality, 1995-2000
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Most high-income places in the Lansing region offer very lit-
tle in the way of affordable home ownership, a fact that limits the
ability of low-wage workers to live near fast-growing suburban
employment centers. Most of the region’s affordable housing is
located in the city of Lansing and the region’s outlying small towns,

while many outlying townships offer relatively few homes afford-
able even to middle-income households—those making as much
as 80 percent of the regional median income (see footnote 20 for a
description of how affordable housing levels were calculated). 

Map 27. Median Household Income by Municipality, 1999

Map 28. Percentage of Housing Affordable to Households with 80% of the

Regional Median Income by Municipality, 2000
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The health of a municipality or school district is determined
by both its ability to raise needed revenues and the costs of servic-
es it must provide. Many local governments in the Lansing area are
struggling with at least one of these factors. In fact, 65 percent of
the region’s residents—those in Lansing and stressed and at-risk
suburbs—live in places facing fiscal or social stresses (see page 58

for characteristics of each type of community). In addition, one-
third of all the students attended school in districts exhibiting clear
signs of stress—high poverty rates or significant enrollment growth
or decline, along with low- or moderate-revenue capacities.
Another 37 percent attended districts with warning signs: either
high costs or low capacities.

Map 29. Community Classification

Map 30. School District Classification
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High Cost: Districts where more
than 40% of students are eligi-
ble for free or reduced-price
lunches, or where enrollment
grew 15% or more or declined
5% or more from 1995 to 2000.

Low Capacity: Revenue capacity
per pupil less than 90% of the
regional average.

Moderate Capacity: Revenue
capacity per pupil within 10%
of the regional average.

High Capacity: Revenue capacity
per pupil more than 110% of the
regional average.
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