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March 1, 2011 
 
 
 
Dear Mayor Richard Mack and Members of City Council: 
 
 
Several months ago Administration recommended and City Council supported 
drafting a study that explored and reviewed various assessing options for 
Manistee’s future.  It was determined that the white paper study would not 
include a recommendation from Administration to Council as this is a policy 
decision and is the primary responsibility of City Council to make. 
 
Clearly Council, Administration and the Community have and will continue to 
face significant financial challenges. The intent of the study is to provide 
unbiased information that was researched and compiled by Administration to 
allow City Council to make an informed and educated, albeit difficult, decision 
regarding these services.  Without conducting another professional study, City 
Council has the best and most complete information Administration has 
available. 
 
This report has been compiled by City Assessor Julie Beardslee, Finance Director 
Edward Bradford and City Manager Mitchell Deisch. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
_________________________________________ 
Julie Beardslee, City Assessor 
 
 
_________________________________________ 
Edward Bradford, Finance Director 
 
 
_________________________________________ 
Mitchell Deisch, City Manager  
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Introduction 
 
The purpose of this report is to research and document the various options for providing 
Assessing Services in the City of Manistee.       
 
The information presented is an objective look at various options that are available to 
the City to provide assessing services.  The document is a collaborative effort between 
the City Manager, City Assessor and Finance Director.  The completed document has 
been reviewed by all parties who had a role in compiling, preparing and reviewing the 
information.   
 
This document will not suggest a recommended course of action, but will instead 
provide City Council and the public a resource from which to draw as service level, 
staffing and budgeting decisions for these services are made in the future. 
 
 
Why this Report Has Been Created  
 
The topic of the Assessing Department was discussed during the 2010-2011 FY Budget 
process.  At the start of the budget process a large general fund deficit was projected.  
In response to this deficit several restructuring initiatives were proposed in the 
recommended budget.  Among the restructuring proposals was contracting out or 
privatizing assessing services.  This proposal would have eliminated both fulltime 
employees in the assessing department. 
 
There was considerable discussion by Council and the public about this particular 
recommendation.  Ultimately, Council decided to maintain the City Assessor (Level III) 
position and eliminate the Assistant Assessor (Level II) position.  Assessing functions were 
maintained in house at the City. 
 
During last year’s discussion on this topic it was mentioned by some Councilmembers 
that the Manager’s recommendation did not contain enough information in order for a 
different organizational model to be considered.  This white paper report is intended to 
provide Council with sufficient information to evaluate options. 
 
Any discussion of eliminating departments or employees tends to bring emotional 
responses to people.  The key is to focus on facts and information and not emotions.  It 
is hoped this paper will provide objective information needed to make an informed 
and educated decision. 
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Need for Evaluation of City Services 
 
As is typical in most communities across Michigan (and the rest of the country too), 
budgetary constraints are forcing a top to bottom evaluation of how and what type of 
services they should provide.  Manistee is not immune from these budgetary pressures.  
Financial projections show that a reduced and/or slowly growing tax base, sharply 
declining state revenue sharing and increases in personnel and supply costs have put 
the City on a path that is unsustainable.  The operating millage rate has also declined 
by 1.2 mills or 6.5% since 2001.   
 
These projected deficits persist despite solid financial management by Administration 
and Council.  Previous cost containment measures have included reducing the number 
of employees by 6.5 or 10% since 2006, implementing significant healthcare reforms 
through cost sharing, addressing pension costs by moving to MERS, controlling wages, 
cutting benefits and reducing operational budgets. 
 

  
 

  
 
The conclusion from all of this is inescapable:  The City’s existing revenues can no longer 
support the service delivery model of the past.  Manistee must reinvent how it delivers 
services so it can maintain the high quality of life enjoyed by residents, yet balance that 
with financial realities and respect for employees.  Without doing this or; alternatively, 
finding significant new revenue, the City will not be able to continue to function 
effectively.    
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Why Assessing 
 
Privatizing the assessing function was identified in the January 2010 Operational Service 
Assessment (OSA) Report as an opportunity to maintain a base service level and 
reduce general fund cost.  In researching the various City departments it is the City 
Manager’s and Finance Director’s belief that there are acceptable alternative 
methods to providing assessing services other than how the City of Manistee currently 
provides assessing services.  Based upon the fact that there are alternative options, that 
utilizing these options is recommended in the OSA report, and that Council previously 
discussed the issue and requested more information;  the Assessing White Paper Report 
is being completed at this time.  
 
As with the Public Safety White Paper Report this review is not intended to single out or 
balance the budget on the back of the Assessing Department, nor is it to be the last 
comprehensive review of City departments. 
 
Assessing services currently consume 2.1% of the City’s general fund budget and makes 
up 2.1% of the general fund employees. 
 

Assessing
1.0
2%

Public Safety
21.5
47%

DPW
11.0
24%

Other
12.0
27%

Employee Breakdown

 
 

This review should be viewed as a starting point.  In these challenging economic times, 
every service provided by the City, and how these needs are delivered, needs to be 
scrutinized.  Taxpayers are tightening their own belts and prioritizing their own budgets 
and expects no less from the City of Manistee. 
 

Assessing
$112,962 

2%

Public Safety
$1,802,073 

34%

DPW
$1,351,034 

26%

Other
$2,002,587 

38%

General Fund Expenditures
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Current Assessing Service Levels 
 
In revisiting the City of Manistee’s service levels and delivery methods for assessing there 
are several fundamental questions that must be answered.  By answering each of 
these, the community and Council can arrive at the model that is best for Manistee.    
 

• What service levels are desired by the community? 
• What service levels are needed by the community? 
• What level of service can the community afford? 
• Is the current service delivery method the most effective & efficient? 
• Are there alternative service delivery methods? 

 
In order to evaluate these questions, it is imperative to understand what the current 
service levels are, how they are delivered and what it costs to deliver these services.  
This information is critical in evaluating alternatives so one can intelligently gauge what 
the real and perceived trade-offs for various options are versus the status quo.  It is also 
important to document these service levels to address any misperceptions that citizens 
may have.  Equally important is a discussion of internal and external constraints on the 
City through laws, regulations, policies, and financial condition.   
 
In evaluating the level of assessing services, one can look at high level statistical data 
compiled by the department.  However, to really understand this data (and thus the 
services provided) requires a closer look at the details.  Drilling down into the data and 
looking at the component pieces is crucial.  Summary data can often be misleading.  It 
should also be noted that it is difficult to look at assessing services and make objective 
judgments of their relative “quality” versus other communities, as this is a complex 
question.    
 
Current departmental information and a discussion of the service levels and constraints 
are provided on the following pages.     
 
Staffing 
The City currently operates with one fulltime Level III Assessor and budgets for 
contractual assistance for updating the residential parcel information.  Staffing for the 
department is 1.0 FTE. 
 
Work Schedule 
The City Assessor currently works 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday.  Office 
hours are traditionally Monday, Wednesday and Friday 8:00 to 5:00 p.m. March through 
December.  Office hours for January through March are Monday and Wednesday, 8:00 
to 5:00 p.m.  On the days the office is closed to the public the City Assessor performs 
necessary office and field work that are State-required to be compiled and authorizes 
the City tax roll. 
 
Services Provided 
• Coordinate and assist with Board of Review meetings. 
• Represent City on Tax Tribunal cases. 
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• Assist citizens with requests for information about property values and copies of 
property value cards. 

• Assist in filling out poverty exemption applications. 
• Assists with City implementation of GIS system. 
• Participates in department director functions. 
• Prepare and authorize tax roll. 
• Provide information to Finance Director for annual budget preparation. 
 
State of Michigan Requirements 
Pursuant to MCL 211.10e, the assessor must use and maintain the following assessment 
records: 
 
• Appraisal record card system. 
• Personal property record system. 
• Tax (cadastral) maps. 
• Land value studies and maps. 
• Economic condition factor determinations. 
• Current year assessment roll. 
• Photos of dwellings and outbuildings affixed to appraisal record cards and/or stored 

electronically using assessing software. 
• Homeowner’s principal residence and qualified agricultural property exemption 

documents. 
• Record of site visits to individual parcels. 
• Historical assessment data. 
 
The assessor must ensure that the assessment roll contains the following information: 
 
• Name and address of property owner. 
• Legal description or approved parcel identification number. 
• School district code. 
• Property classification. 
• Assessed valuation. 
• Capped valuation. 
• Taxable valuation. 
• Board of Review valuation column. 
• Michigan Tax Tribunal and/or State Tax Commission valuation column. 
• Homeowner’s principal residence or qualified agricultural property exemption 

percentage. 
• Date of last transfer or ownership. 
• Leasehold improvements identifier, if applicable. 
 
The assessor must ensure that the true cash value on the appraisal record cards 
matches the true cash value indicated by the assessor’s value on the assessment roll. In 
addition to the other responsibilities the State has also charged assessors with 
complying with the State-approved fourteen point review.  The fourteen point review is 
attached in the supplemental information section. 
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Departmental Statistics 
For the period of January 1 to December 31, 2010; the assessing department had the 
following activity level: 
 
• Poverty exemptions. 
• Board of Review cases. 
• Tax Tribunal appeals. 
• Assisting citizens with property record card inquiries. 
 
Budgeting Challenges / Responses 
The assessing department has been proactive in dealing with the City’s current 
financial challenges. 
 
• Reduced staffing from 2 FTE to 1 FTE. 
• Reduced part-time contractual appraiser hours. 
• Reduced residential property appraisal from once every three years to once every 

four years. 
• Abated longevity for FY 10/11. 
• Took two furlough days in FY 10/11. 
• Decreased operational expenses in FY 10/11. 
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Income Review 
 
The City of Manistee is allowed by the general property tax act to impose a 1% property 
tax administration fee on any tax that it collects. The State Tax Commission has issued a 
memo (below) that supports and encourages local units of government to levy this fee 
as authorized by law.  By law, the fee can only be used to “…offset costs incurred by a 
collecting unit in assessing property values, in collecting the property tax levies, and in 
the review and appeal processes.”  For the 2010 tax year, this fee amounts to $100,759.  
Total estimated costs for the aforementioned functions are about $175,000.  Thus, this 
fee helps offset almost 58% of the cost of these services.   
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Options for Providing Assessing Services in the Future 
 
There are many different options for providing assessing services.  Communities across 
the State deliver many different levels of these services through a variety of 
organizational structures, partnerships, and collaborative efforts.  Whatever the 
structure is, each community has chosen it based on their community’s unique needs.  
There is no cookie cutter approach to delivering these services.  However, with that 
said, there are several models that are widely used and generally accepted as viable.  
These main options are the ones that this paper explores.  
 
One of the hardest things to do is to make decisions under uncertainty.  Anytime 
change is contemplated; a move from the known to the unknown, there can be 
trepidation, fear and reluctance.  No matter the situation, there are always facts that 
are unknown, impacts that are unforeseen and hurdles that are unanticipated.  The 
best you can do is research and plan to the best of the organization’s ability and work 
through issues as they arise.  Risk is present in any service delivery model, including the 
status quo.  The way to handle risk is to quantify it to the degree possible, establish 
mitigating procedures, and then decide on whether the level of risk is acceptable.       
 
The important point to keep in mind when reviewing each option is that no one service 
delivery method is necessarily “right” or “wrong”; “superior” or “inferior”; “safe” or 
“dangerous.”  The reality is each approach has its advantages and disadvantages; 
pros and cons; challenges and opportunities.  In the final analysis, it comes down to the 
questions posed earlier: 
 

• What service levels are desired by the community? 
• What service levels are needed by the community?  
• What level of service can the community afford? 
• Is the current service delivery method the most effective & efficient? 
• Are there alternative service delivery methods? 

 
This report explores several options for delivering assessing services.   
 
1. Status Quo - Assessing kept in house with Level III Assessor. 
2. Contract with Manistee County Equalization Department for assessing services. 
3. Contract with private firm with licensed assessor for assessing services. 
4. Keep assessing in house, reduce Level III Assessor to Level II Assessor. 
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Status Quo 
  
Description:  The Status Quo Option maintains a fulltime Assessing department within the 
City of Manistee staffed with a Level III Assessor.  This would maintain the current level of 
service being provided to City residents.   
 
Assumptions:  For the purpose of this reviewing this option, current staffing and 
equipment levels are maintained so as to maintain the service levels to citizens.  This 
also assumes that the current model is reasonably efficient and requires staffing as 
currently allocated.   
 
Service Level Impacts:  With the Status Quo Option, service levels to the citizens would 
remain the same.  Service levels were reduced last year with budget cuts. 
 
Pros and Cons Review: 
 
 
PROS CONS 
Current service levels maintained More expensive than other options 
Only focus is on City of Manistee assessing Does not take advantage of 

intergovernmental cooperation 
opportunities 

 
 
Financial Implications: The initial intent was to utilize the current 2010-2011 fiscal year 
budget as a baseline for establishing financial implications.  Currently the fiscal year 
2010-2011 assessing department budget is $112,962 or 2% of the general fund budget.  
However, based upon the 2011-2012 budget submitted by the City Assessor, $3,237 has 
been removed from the operational expenses; bringing the 2011-2012 fiscal year 
proposed budget to $109,725; which is a 3.0% reduction from the current fiscal year. 
 
In the absence of personnel reductions, departmental budgets are expected to come 
under increased inflationary pressures. 
 
The proposed budget for fiscal year 2011-2012 for the assessing department is $109,725 
or 2.0% of the general fund budget.  From 2004 to 2009 the assessor’s budget fluctuated 
as follows: 
 
2004/2005 $170,009 
2005/2006 $167,531 
2006/2007 $161,334 
2007/2008 $181,363 
2008/2009 $180,640 
2009/2010 $179,580 
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In 2010/2011 FY Council eliminated the Assessor’s Assistant position, thus the budget was 
reduced to $112,962 or a 37.1% reduction.  The Assessor has proposed a 2011-2012 
budget that would decrease operational expenses by $4,965 or 26%.  This would offset 
almost entirely employee cost increases, the net result being a flat budget. 
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If we maintain the assessing department in house, professionally it is the group’s belief 
we cannot go below one fulltime employee.  Without knowing what changes will be 
coming from the State of Michigan, if more unfunded mandates or additional 
requirements are put on local assessors, one fulltime assessor will be challenged at 
certain times of the year to complete all of the requirements.  With the changes made 
last fiscal year to eliminate the assistant assessor position, the service level has already 
been reduced through reduced office hours. 
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Similar Communities Table:  These similar communities all provide assessing with in house 
staff. 
 
 

 

COMMUNITY POPULATION 2009 
TAXABLE 
VALUE 

2009 
SEV 

TOTAL 
PARCELS 

2010 
ASSESSING 

BUDGET 
Albion 9,144 135,920,218 154,895,703 3,486 $80,208 
Alma 9,275 161,855,543 177,469,500 3,624 $142,414 
Cheboygan 5,295 120,950,559 148,746,200 3,532 $69,850 
Gaylord 3,681 200,134,723 222,957,423 2,623 $78,500 
Hastings 7,095 200,572,484 229,176,100 3,408 $182,733 
Howell 10,023 380,357,637 439,530,200 3,822 $92,637 
Imlay City 4,000 132,368,000 172,514,000 1,628 $30,000 PT Assessor 
Petoskey 6,080 357,612,638 638,019,800 4,561 $119,300 
Portland 3,789 97,517,699 110,506,500 1,870 $54,530 
Saint Johns 7,485 212,802,309 235,923,600 3,343 $102,000 
Saint Joseph 8,789 427,027,441 544,687,673 4,953 $74,900 
Tecumseh 9,000 274,629,870 289,896,135 4,119 $58,000 
Wayland 3,939 101,688,950 112,033,807 1,515 $68,950 
Zeeland 5,805 659,802,930 671,076,600 3,100 $202,800 
Manistee 6,586 212,862,439 249,064,100 3,942 $112,000 
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Contract With Manistee County Equalization Department 
  
Description:  This white paper describes the City of Manistee negotiating an agreement 
with the Manistee County Equalization Department to represent the City of Manistee on 
all matters concerning assessment administration, including but not limited to: 
 
1. Assessment Roll - The roll shall be completed and ready for review by Tuesday 

following the first Monday in March.  Assessment notice changes shall be sent to 
all City property owners regardless of the amount of the increase.  Sales data 
and property cards shall be available for inspection by the City of Manistee 
Board of Review. 

 
2. Reports - All reporting forms shall be completed by the Equalization Department.  

The Equalization Department shall represent the City in all appeals taken to the 
Small Claims Division of the Michigan Tax Tribunal and the Equalization 
Department shall provide additional supporting appraisals to sustain the 
assessment whenever possible.  The City will be responsible for the costs of any 
appeal taken to the full Michigan Tax Tribunal, and the City shall be responsible 
for selecting and providing legal counsel, if any, for such Tribunal matters.  The 
Equalization Department will assist and provide testimony as is needed in any 
such appeals to the full Michigan Tax Tribunal.  The City retains full settlement 
authority regarding all assessment appeals (to both Small Claims and the full Tax 
Tribunal). 

 
The City responsibilities would be as follows: 
 
1. Board of Review, Secretary, Meeting Place and Legal Notices - The members of 

the Board of Review, the secretary for the Board of Review, the meeting place 
for the Board of Review and all legal notices required as a result of the Open 
Meetings Act shall be the sole responsibility and expense of the City. 

 
2. Postage Expense - The City will be responsible for all postage expense for notices 

of assessment changes, summer and winter tax bills; the Equalization Department 
will physically mail such notices or bills, so long as the postage expense is paid by 
the City. 

 
3. License Agreement - The City shall provide, at its sole expense, a License 

Agreement for the Equalizer Appraisal System to BSA&A Software. 
 
Assumptions:  The primary assumption is that the goal is to maintain a community 
approved, acceptable level for assessing services while reducing costs.  This would not 
lead to reduced service levels, but would require citizens to obtain services from the 
County Equalization Department rather than from City Hall.  An agreement with 
Manistee County will need to be approved by both entities.   
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Service Level Impacts:  On paper there should be no service level impacts other than 
City residents would be going to the County Equalization Department to obtain service 
rather than City Hall.  With the reduction of staff in 2010/2011, there came a reduction 
of service levels (open office hours) provided to residents.  This agreement would 
restore five days a week service to City residents. 
 
Pros and Cons Review: 
 
 
PROS CONS 
Intergovernmental cooperation Loss of experience with current assessor 
Working to increase availability of 
assessing services to public 

Dependent on another unit of 
government 

Saves general fund dollars Loss of complete control of tax base 
 
 
Dealing with State Assessing Process - Checks and Balances:  An excerpt from the 
Assessor’s Training Manual of the Michigan State Assessors Board, Volume 1 (Training 
Manual for Michigan Property Tax Officials published by the State Assessors Board) 
Chapter 5 Equalization Page 5-5 and 5-6: 
 
The three levels of responsibilities in the Assessment/Equalization process make up a 
system of “checks and balances.” 
 
1. Local units (townships and cities) check assessments of individual properties and 

adjust assessments to 50% of true cash value, and certify the total assessed value 
for the six classes of real property and total personal property within the unit. 

 
2. County boards of commissioners check the total assessed value determinations 

of the six classes of real property and total personal property for each local unit, 
and equalize each class in each unit to reflect 50% of true case value (TCV). 

 
3. The State Tax Commission, sitting as the State Board of Equalization, checks the 

total county equalized valuation determinations for the six classes of real 
property and total personal property for each of the 83 counties, and equalizes 
each class to reflect 50% of true cash value. 

 
 The assessment/equalization process provides for a system of appeals and 

required due process.  It is extremely important that the rights of all parties 
involved in this process be protected.   

 
 At the local level, the individual property owners may appeal an assessment, 

capped value calculation, taxable value calculation and/or property 
classification to the local Board of Review.  Further appeal of local action about 
values can be filed with the Michigan Tax Tribunal.  Further appeal about 
property classification can be filed with the State Tax Commission. 
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 Each local township and city has the right to appeal the action taken by the 
County Board of Commissioners during county equalization. The local unit must 
present its arguments and reasons to the County Board of Commissioners during 
the Board’s equalization session to protect the unit’s right to further appeal to the 
Michigan Tax Tribunal. 

 
 All of the 83 counties may exercise their right to appeal the action of the 

Michigan State Board of Equalization. At the hearing to determine the State 
Equalized Valuation, a roll call of counties is conducted. The authorized 
representative of each County Board of Commissioners is provided the 
opportunity to address the state board.  This action preserves the county’s right 
to further appeal the state board’s action and determinations to the Michigan 
Court of Appeals. 

 
 Some individuals, local units and counties have taken valuation issues beyond 

the Michigan Tax Tribunal to the Michigan Supreme Court.  Due process cannot 
and will not be denied in the assessment/equalization process. 

 
Financial Implications: The exact financial implications of contracting our assessing 
functions the County Equalization Department will be dependent upon both City 
Council and the County Board of Commissioners agreeing upon terms and financial 
compensation.  Based upon conversations with County Administrator/Controller Tom 
Kaminski and County Equalization Director Roger Elbers a per parcel charge for 
handling all assessing services is $23.72 per parcel.  Total annual cost as discussed with 
Manistee County Equalization Department is $93,723.  This would save the City 
approximately $16,002.* Again, there are other costs associated with assessing that 
would remain the City’s responsibility. 
 
*Note - The current City Assessor has a severance package which will be in the $24,000 
range.  Thus, when you calculate the cost of the approximate savings minus the 
severance package cost, the total cost increase to the City for the first year is an 
estimated $7,798.  
 
During negotiations Manistee County did indicate that if an agreement was approved, 
it would need to have an ongoing cost of living increase factored into the agreement, 
thus increasing costs in future years. 
 
Similar Communities Table:  These are communities that contract with County 
Equalization Departments.   
 

COMMUNITY POPULATION 2009 
TAXABLE 
VALUE 

2009 
SEV 

TOTAL 
PARCELS 

2010 
ASSESSING 

BUDGET 
Cadillac 10,000 282,865,972 326,788,572 5,809 $132,600* 
Charlevoix 2,944 248,598,254 330,404,700 2,834 $69,872 
Whitehall 2,884 126,802,309 139,576,103 1,752 $29,600 
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Contract with Private Firm with Licensed Assessor  
 
Description:  This organizational model option relies upon the City entering into a multi-
year contract with a private sector firm that employs a licensed assessor. 
 
Assumptions:  Several assumptions are made in drafting this section of the white paper.  
These assumptions are as follows: 
 
1. As indicated in the January 6, 2011 memo to City Council, Administration did not 

issue an RFP to obtain exact figures to be included in this option.  Rather, 
Administration contacted several similar communities in regards to population 
and total number of parcels and total annual fee provided to the private 
contractor. 

 
2. It is also assumed that the private firm employs at least one Level III (Advanced) 

Assessor. 
 
3. The contract will require the private contractor to be named Assessor of Record, 

taking responsibility for all assessing requirements for the City of Manistee.  The 
City would assist in various ways that would be specifically addressed in the 
contract. 

 
Service Level Impacts:  In conversation with similar communities that have contracted 
out their assessing responsibilities to a private firm, it is clear that there is a reduction in 
the availability of the assessor to the public (open office hours). Thus there will be a 
reduction in service levels provide to citizens.  For example, the City of Ludington 
Assessor of Record holds office hours once a week in City Hall.  Citizens can contact 
them by phone or e-mail during the rest of the work week.  Property record cards are 
maintained at Ludington City Hall, with the Assessor of Record accessing the database 
electronically through the BS&A software. Citizens of Ludington can access property 
records online, like in the City of Manistee. 
 
Pros and Cons Review: 
 
 
PROS CONS 
Significantly reduced cost Does not take advantage of 

intergovernmental cooperation 
Privatized service as recommended in 
OSAC report 

Reduced office hours available to public / 
perceived as service level reduction 

 Results in loss of city employee with 20 
years of service and experience 
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Similar Community Table / Financial Implications:  
 
 
COMMUNITY POPULATION 2009 TAX 2009 SEV TOTAL 

PARCELS 
OFFICE 
HOURS 

TOTAL 
COST 

Ludington 8,357 274,658,382 333,486,050 4,568 1 day/week 66,000 
Ionia 10,569 124,583,866 135,684,859 3,129 2 days/week 40,930 
Flushing 8,348 227,845,941 235,329,550 3,698 2 days/week 24,500 
Mason 8,000 - 258,270,483 3,767 2 days/week 47,000 
Northville 6,459 361,240,277 418,680,425 3,406 2 days/week 156,936 
Watertown Twhp 5,550 230,437,633 305,939,933 3,096 3 days/week 65,000 
Manistee 6,586 212,062,439 249,064,100 3,942 - - 

 
 
Looking at similar communities with contracted Assessors of Record (excluding 
Northville), the average annual cost would be approximately $48,600.  Based upon the 
fact that we have not done an RFP for an exact cost, we would conservatively add a 
20% multiplier to bring a potential annual cost to $58,300.  We included the multiplier to 
account for the potential of limited number of firms located in Northwest Michigan or 
firms willing to travel to Manistee.  The exact figure would not be fully known until an RFP 
process was completed. 
 
*Note - The current City Assessor has a severance package which will be in the $24,000 
range. Thus, when you calculate the cost of the approximate savings minus the 
severance package cost the total savings is approximately $30,700 (2010-2011 FY 
Budget $109,725 - $58,300 (contract cost) + $24,000 assessing services package = 
$27,425) for the first year. 
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Keep  Assessing In House 
Reduce Level III Assessor to Level II Assessor 
  
Description:  During last year’s budget discussion it was brought forth by a 
Councilmember that another option for saving general fund dollars would be to 
employ a Level II Assessor in house, rather than a Level III.  The assumption being a Level 
II would require less of a salary than a Level III Assessor. 
 
Assumptions:  The State of Michigan is currently in the process of revising how they 
categorize assessor certification levels.  The current assessor certification levels were I-IV 
based upon experience and testing.  The new certification levels are now as follows: 
 
1. Michigan Certified Assessing Officer (MCAO) which will replace Level I and Level 

II Assessors. 
 
2. Michigan Advanced Assessing Officer (MAAO), formerly Level III. 
 
3. Michigan Master Assessing Officer (MMAO), formerly Level IV. 
 
Determining which assessing level is required in a community is based upon the 
community’s State Equalized Value (SEV).  The SEV/Assessing Level requirements are as 
follows: 
 
1. Michigan Certified Assessing Officer (formerly Level I & II) - $0 to $488,000,000. 
 
2. Michigan Advanced Assessing Officer (formerly Level III) - $488,000,000 to 

$2,125,000,000. 
 
3. Michigan Master Assessing Officer (formerly Level IV) - SEV greater than 

$2,125,000,000. 
 
The 2009 City of Manistee SEV was $249,064,100; which mean it would fall under the 
Michigan Certified Assessing Officer criteria. 
 
The assumption being one fulltime MCAO would be required to perform all assessing 
functions and maintain the same estimated office hours. This option also assumes that 
the fulltime MCAO employee would qualify for all City benefits. 
 
Service Level Impacts:  There should be no difference in scheduled office hours 
between employing a Level II or Level III Assessor. 
 
There will be a service reduction on how much the Level II will be able to assist the 
public rather than a Level III.  Simply, the current Level III has more years of experience 
at a higher level of assessing that can be used to assist citizens when answering 
appraisal questions, filling out poverty and homestead exemption forms, etc.  The city 
and public would lose the 20+ years of knowledge if this transition was made.  This 
results in less services being available to the public. 
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Pros and Cons Review: 
 
 
PROS CONS 
Reduced cost Not taking advantage of 

intergovernmental cooperation 
 Reduced service level to public 
 Less practical experience in position that 

may result in loss of taxable value capture 
 
 
Financial Implications:  In reviewing Level II salaries of similar communities with 
populations under 11,000, the average salary for a Level II Assessor is $40,113.  In 2009-
2010 the salary for the City of Manistee’s Assessor’s Assistant position was $43,430.  The 
current salary of the City’s Level III Assessor is $63,696; thus a potential savings of 
approximately $20,000 to $23,000 annually. 
 
Again, it is important to remember that the current agreement the City Assessor signed 
in 1990 commits the City to a 25% salary and benefit severance package with a total 
cost of approximately $24,000.  With the severance package there would be no 
financial gain in the first year if this option was incorporated. 
 
Similar Communities Table:   
 
 

2009 - 2010 LEVEL II SALARY FIGURES* 
 

COMMUNITY  2000 CENSUS POPULATION LEVEL II SALARY 

Hart 1,950 $27,539 

East Tawas 2,951 $29,020 

St. Louis 4,494 $46,134 

Negaunee 4,576 $46,897 

Springfield 5,189 $36,754 

Cheboygan 5,295 $37,440 

Zeeland 5,805 $45,200 

Manistee 6,586 $43,430 

Ishpeming 6,686 $43,599 

Charlotte 8,389 $43,680 

Albion 9,144 $38,480 
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Fenton 10,582 $43,680 

Big Rapids 10,849 $42,406 

Hartland Township 10,996 $37,336 

 Total Average Salary $40,113 
 
 
*Michigan Municipal League Wage and Salary Survey 2009-2010
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Other Assessing Options 
 
Description:  There are several options to providing assessing services beyond what 
specific models have been researched in this white paper.  Many communities take 
pieces from various approaches and combine them in a system that is best for them. 
 
Examples of other options that are not explained in detail in this paper are: 
 
• City of Manistee contracts with other municipalities to provide assessing services for 

those municipalities. 
• Part-time Assessor / Contractor of Record agreement. 
 
Both of those options can be explored in greater detail.  The main point to take away is 
that there are multiple effective options for delivering assessing services.  Each has its 
associated tradeoffs and each provides slightly different levels of service. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Although this report has presented several different options for delivery of assessing 
services; it is ultimately a balancing act between the level of service provided and the 
cost to deliver that service.  Nothing can change this basic fact.  Any changes made to 
the status quo, whether incremental or wholesale, will result in a different service/cost 
relationship; but nonetheless, one that must be managed and affordable for the 
community.  The difficulty is in gauging the desires of the community, and ultimately 
finding the correct balance between assessing services and affordability. 
 
Finally, any changes will likely result in impacts to the existing employee.  One of the 
reasons for carefully studying this issue and involving the affected employee in the 
discussions are to ensure that the employee has input into the process and is shown the 
highest level of respect.  Whatever decision Council ultimately makes will impact the 
employee in some fashion.         
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Supplemental Information: 
 
 
 Homestead and Non-Homestead Tax Comparison 
 Fourteen Point Review 
 State Tax Commission Required Certification Levels 
 Manistee County Equalization Department Service Cost 
 Wexford County / City of Cadillac Assessing Contract 
 City of Ionia Private Service Contract for Assessing 
 City of Ludington Private Service Contract for Assessing 
 2010 Assessing Survey 
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