
 

CITY OF BIRMINGHAM 
AD HOC UNIMPROVED STREETS 

COMMITTEE 
CITY COMMISSION ROOM 

151 MARTIN ST., BIRMINGHAM, MI 
 (248) 530-1850 

REGULAR MEETING AGENDA 
THURSDAY, JUNE 28, 2018, 8:30 A.M. 

 
 
 

1. ROLL CALL 

2. INTRODUCTIONS 
 

3. ELECTION OF COMMITTEE 
CHAIRPERSON 
 

4. OVERVIEW OF COMMITTEE 
EDUCATION SERIES AND PURPOSE 
 

5. STAFF PRESENTATION: 
HISTORY/EVOLUTION OF CITY ROAD 
SYSTEM 

6. DISCUSS MEETING SCHEDULE 

7. MEETING OPEN FOR MATTERS NOT 
ON THE AGENDA 

7. NEXT MEETING: TBD 
 
                            
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Persons with disabilities that may require assistance for 
effective participation in this public meeting should contact the 
City Clerk’s Office at the number (248) 530-1880, or (248) 
644-5115 (for the hearing impaired) at least one day before the 
meeting to request help in mobility, visual, hearing, or other 
assistance.  
 
Las personas con incapacidad que requieren algún tipo de 
ayuda para la participación en esta sesión pública deben 
ponerse en contacto con la oficina del escribano de la ciudad en 
el número (248) 530-1800 o al (248) 644-5115 (para las 
personas con incapacidad auditiva) por lo menos un dia antes 
de la reunión para solicitar ayuda a la movilidad, visual, 
auditiva, o de otras asistencias. (Title VI of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964). 



MEMORANDUM 
 

Engineering Dept. 
DATE:   June 28, 2018 
 
TO:   Ad Hoc Unimproved Streets Study Committee 
 
FROM:  Paul T. O’Meara, City Engineer 
 
SUBJECT: History & Evolution of Road System in the City 
 
 
The following information has been assembled based on the following: 
 

1. My personal experience as an engineer employed by the City of Birmingham (1991 to 
present). 

2. Review of the Engineering Department’s extensive catalog of old construction plans as 
well as other historical documents (1915 to present). 

3. List of Special Assessment Districts created to help pay for capital improvement projects, 
such as road paving and road maintenance treatments, as well as water main and sewer 
improvements, dating back to 1919. 

4. Interviews with select former employees of the Dept. of Public Services, whose tenure 
collectively extended from the late 1940’s to the 1990’s. 

5. Selected information from sources on the internet. 
 
ROAD FUNDING/ROAD CONSTRUCTION IN BIRMINGHAM 
 
Birmingham was first incorporated as a village in 1864.  The attached Figure 1 is a map that 
documents the original square mile that constituted the Village of Birmingham, as well as the 
multiple annexations that occurred between 1925 and 1978.  Birmingham became a 
municipality in 1933, following the multiple annexations that occurred in the latter 1920’s.   
 
Statewide milestones in road building include the creation of the State Highway Dept. in 1905, 
which focused on the construction of main trunklines in the state, including what is now known 
as M-1 (Woodward Ave.), and the McNitt Act of 1933, which organized the system of county 
road commissions in the state.  The latter act took the responsibility of road building away from 
townships, which were having a difficult time raising funds, and placing it at the county level.  It 
appears that cities and villages retained the responsibility of road building within their 
jurisdictions.  The state legislation known as Act 51, passed in 1951, is still in use today.  This 
act helped establish how gas tax funds raised each year from the sale of gasoline would be 
distributed through the three tiered system known as state highways, county road commissions, 
and local municipalities/villages. Like all other cities and road commissions, the cost of initial 
construction of a road is generally sourced by two means: 
 

a) By the developer of a property, as when a plot of land is subdivided into smaller lots for 
sale (in which case the price of the individual lots reflects the value of the newly 
constructed road). 
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b) By the creation of a special assessment district, wherein the value of the construction 
can be distributed by a local formula as established by the local jurisdiction. 

 
IMPROVED VS. UNIMPROVED 
 
For Birmingham, it appears that prior to World War II, when a road was constructed for the first 
time, be it by the local jurisdiction or by a land developer, the expectation was that it would 
have a gravel surface.  Most local roads were given rudimentary engineering, without much 
provision for drainage.  Most of the early special assessment districts (in the 1920’s) were 
actually for sanitary sewer improvements.  Given that the construction of combined sewers was 
the norm, it appears that the first priority was the construction of sanitary sewers, so that 
individual septic systems could be abandoned.  By sizing sewers larger, they could then take on 
the duty of storm water drainage as well.   
 
Referring to Figure 2, local streets can be categorized into three main categories: 
 

1. Unimproved – These streets represent streets that were originally constructed as a 
gravel surface.  Starting in the late 1940’s, a City program to oil and then later chip seal 
these streets eliminated gravel street conditions in Birmingham.   

2. Improved – Streets that have been constructed with a permanent, engineered 
pavement, controlling drainage with the use of a curb and gutter system. 

3. Unimproved Streets with Curb & Gutter – In many cases, the Village constructed a curb 
and gutter drainage system on local streets, while leaving the road surface gravel.   

 
As can be observed by the map, the majority of remaining unimproved streets in the City are 
west of the Rouge River.  While there may be various reasons for this, the one reason that 
seems apparent is the differing soil characteristics.  East of the river, clay soils dominate.  
Drainage is poor, and storm water that is left standing along the side of the road can take a 
long time to absorb into the ground.  Unimproved roads in these conditions tend to be more 
difficult to maintain, and would age faster.  West of the river, sandier soils dominate.  Storm 
water sitting along the edge of the streets absorbs relatively quickly, allowing these streets to 
drain faster, and last longer.  Since the decision to install a permanent pavement (as detailed 
below) tends to be most influenced by the majority of the property owners, drainage conditions 
along the edge of the road tend to be the most significant factor in determining whether a 
street will be paved or not. 
 
LOCAL STREET PAVING POLICY 
 
A thorough review and discussion of the City’s street paving policy will be prepared for a future 
meeting of the Ad Hoc Committee.  The following is a brief summary of the highlights so that 
the Committee members can better understand the remaining parts of this historical review. 
 
As noted above, in the State of Michigan, cities, villages, and townships have the right to 
construct a capital improvement project and assess a portion of that cost to the adjacent 
benefitting property owners.  Each jurisdiction has the right to set its own policies as 
appropriate.  The following is a brief summary of how a street paving project is initiated in the 
City of Birmingham: 
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1. A resident or group of residents approaches the Engineering Dept. to find out how their 
unimproved street could be scheduled for reconstruction.  The policy is reviewed with 
them.  If they wish to initiate the process, an official petition form is provided to them, 
at which time they are required to attempt to collect signatures from property owners 
adjacent to the street segment.  Signatures would represent owners that understand the 
relative cost of a special assessment, and that they are in favor of the City proceeding 
with the creation of an assessment district, and the construction of a new permanent 
pavement. 

2. If the resident(s) are successful in collecting valid signatures from over 50% of the 
owners on the street segment, the petition is returned to the Engineering Dept.  If 
approved as being a valid representation of the majority, the Engineering Dept. prepares 
an informational booklet describing the assessment process, and the potential 
construction project.  A neighborhood meeting is scheduled, and all owners within the 
group are mailed both the booklet, and an invitation to the meeting.  Both of these 
efforts are intended to allow owners to be as educated as to what is happening as 
possible. 

3. After the meeting is held, at least two weeks are allowed to pass to give owners a 
chance to change their minds, either for or against the project.  Those changing their 
mind must do so in writing.  If a majority still exists, a hearing of necessity is scheduled 
before the City Commission.  If the petition has lost its majority, the consideration of the 
project dies. 

4. All owners are invited to the public hearing.  After the hearing, the City Commission 
decides whether to authorize the project or not.  If authorized, the funds are typically 
budgeted in the next fiscal year, and then constructed by the City as soon as practical.   

5. Owners are typically required to pay 85% of the construction, design, and 
administration costs of the project, while the City pays the rest.  The cost of the 
assessment is apportioned based on the footage of each property along the side of the 
street being constructed.  Once assessed, the cost can be paid off immediately, or one-
tenth can be paid each year for a period of ten years, plus interest on the remaining 
balance.  If an owner wishes to sell the property, the assessment must be paid off prior 
to closing the sale. 

6. After the street has been constructed with a permanent pavement, future maintenance 
costs are borne by the City at-large.  No further assessments for street improvements 
are to be levied.   

 
The above procedure will be discussed in greater detail at a future meeting. 
 
HISTORY OF STREET IMPROVEMENTS - POST WORLD WAR II 
 
Approximately 90% of residentially zoned areas within the City of Birmingham were subdivided 
prior to 1930.  Since demand for new construction dropped to very little in the period between 
1929 and 1945, many neighborhoods had a relatively small number of developed lots at the 
end of the war.  It is assumed that most streets were relatively simple gravel construction, with 
little provision for drainage.   
 
As demand for new housing jumped after the war, development in Birmingham picked up 
quickly.  As streets became more populated, interest in addressing the problems inherent in 
gravel streets rose.  According to Bob Kenning, former Dept. of Public Services Director and City 
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Manager, groups of residents would pool their funds together and pay for the street to be oiled.  
An oiled street helped stabilize the gravel, and reduce dust during dry summer days.   
 
Starting in 1948, the first special assessments were created by the City for “dustproofing,” a 
term likely applied to a form of oil treatment on the gravel surface in order to reduce airborne 
dust problems coming from gravel surfaces.  About 1951, the City purchased equipment to 
allow the City to take a more active role in maintaining and improving its gravel streets, using 
City staff.  Graders were purchased to scarify the compacted oiled surface, and regrade it again, 
to improve drainage and rideability.  Bitumen (the black sticky material still used today in 
asphalt pavements) could be applied by a City owned truck, to also stabilize and dustproof the 
street.  Such treatments would be done under a special assessment. 
 
By 1960, the oil and bitumen surfaces had become so hard and compressed that the graders 
could no longer break it up to fix grade issues.  The City purchased a pulverizer to break up  
road surfaces.  Streets could then be regraded and treated again.   
 
By the late 1970’s, the Dept. of Public Services ceased its efforts to seal and grade unimproved 
streets with its own staff.  Since then, maintenance has consisted of pothole patching.  
Improved technology has led to better pavement treatments, including the current process 
known as cape sealing.  The methodology of this treatment, and its positive and negative traits, 
will be discussed in more detail at a future meeting.   
 
Interestingly, from what we can determine, other cities in the area that were developed in the 
same era such as Clawson, Royal Oak, Berkley, and Huntington Woods, took advantage of the 
pro-public works environment of the 1950’s, and routinely scheduled road paving special 
assessment districts, with the goal that the large majority, if not all, of its streets should be 
improved with a permanent, long lasting, well-draining pavement.  Such assessment districts 
were scheduled whether a majority of the owners were in favor or not.  Mr. Kenning also 
recalled in the early 1950’s that the Birmingham City Commission took an interest in getting its 
streets paved, as the ongoing maintenance challenges and poor ride quality in now fully 
developed subdivisions were considered a detriment to the neighborhoods.  Then, like now, 
requests for new pavements coming from residents were received, but only in small numbers, 
leaving a large number of streets still unimproved.  The Commission began to schedule some 
assessment districts on its own initiative, however, within a short time this was discontinued, in 
response to strong negative feedback from impacted property owners.  Since that time, except 
in rare circumstances, it appears that street pavement projects have been initiated by residents 
asking for such a project. 
 
Referring to Figure 3, permanent pavements have been color coded by the era that they were 
paved.  The map helps illuminate how the streets within the original village were the only ones 
typically paved prior to World War II.  Much of the east side was paved during the post-World 
War II building boom.  These projects were generally by special assessment, although a large 
number of the far east side was also built by developers working to improve the marketabilityof 
the adjacent lots.  More recently, between 1990 and 2008, a slow but steady number of streets 
were paved during good economic times.  No streets were paved between 2008 and 2014.  
Only three streets have been constructed recently under a special assessment.   
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In an effort to better understand the local street system in Birmingham, in upcoming meetings, 
the Committee will be discussing the following: 
 

1. A review and evaluation of the types of roads in the City while considering road 
durability, maintenance cycles, drainage, rights-of-way usage, traffic speeds, and 
parking. 

2. A review of current policies and procedures relative to both the special assessment 
process, as well as various road construction and maintenance procedures. 

3. A review of various neighborhood conditions, such as percentage of improved vs. 
unimproved streets, as well as various pavement conditions. 

4. A review of cost and budget implications as various revised policies are considered, and 
developing strategic funding alternatives. 
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