
DETROIT’S CITY CHARTER  

& THE 2018 ELECTIONS
This primary election, Detroiters will vote on whether or 
not to revise the City Charter.

A CitizenDetroit™ Inform.Engage.Act. document.

WHAT IS A CITY CHARTER? 
Michigan’s 1909 “Home Rule Cities Act” allows a city’s citizens to 
govern themselves, and gives Detroit the right to create its own City 
Charter, approved by the Governor. Detroit’s City Charter defines 
how our city government is structured, and what its powers and 
responsibilities are. It’s like a Constitution for the city, but operates 
within the framework already established by the U.S. Constitution 
and Michigan Constitution. 

Originally, Detroit’s City Charter was written and revised by the state 
legislature. In 1918, after many people were fed up with corruption, 
Detroit voters adopted the city’s first Home Rule charter. The 
partisan, ward-based, 42-member legislative body was replaced 
with a strong mayor form of government and a City Council with 
nine non-partisan at-large members. 

?



AMENDREVISE

WHY IS THERE A CHARTER REVISION QUESTION 
ON THE BALLOT, JUST SIX YEARS  AFTER THE 
LAST REVISION?
Detroit’s 1918 Home Rule Charter was 
revised and adopted in 1974, 1997, and 
most recently, in 2012. The 1997 Charter 
required that a charter revision question 
be on the ballot in 2018, and on every 
fourth gubernatorial primary thereafter - 
or every 16 years. When the 2012 Charter 
was adopted, the timetable was not reset, 
and we now have another Charter revision 
question on the ballot six years after the 
last revision. The City Council did not put 
the question on the ballot; the Election 
Commission did so to comply with the 
charter. 

If Detroit votes to revise the Charter, a 
9-member Charter Revision Commission 
will be elected in the fall general election, 
and a budget allocation must be made to 
fund the revision process. According to City 
budget documents, the last Charter Revision 
Commission spent $1,105,000 from 2009-
10 to 2011-12. The Commission will have 
three years to oversee the revision of the 
City Charter, and submit it to Detroit voters 
to adopt or reject. 

SOME MAJOR CHANGES IN THE 2012  
CHARTER INCLUDE:
• Changed City Council from nine at-large 

members to seven district-based and two 
at-large members 

• Changed appointed Board of Police 
Commissioners to seven elected by district 
and four appointed; now requires district 
representation from several boards

• Created a new “independent” branch of 
government including Corporation Counsel 
& Law Department, Inspector General, 
Auditor General, and Ombudsperson

• Shifted the balance of power between 
the Executive and Legislative branches 
to strengthen City Council (e.g. expanding 
City Council approval of Mayoral 
appointments)

According to City budget 
documents, the last Charter 
Revision Commission spent 
$1,105,000 from 2009-10  
to 2011-12.

APPROACHES TO CHARTER REVISION 

MINIMALIST VIEW – “Less is more”

Create a concise framework 
establishing the structure and authority 
of government. Intentionally allow for 
flexibility so that elected officials can 
reorganize departments and streamline 
government as needed.

MAXIMALIST VIEW – “More is more”

Create a detailed document including 
not only government structure, but also 
special programs and procedures. View 
charter as an opportunity to protect from 
political pressure specific departments, 
governmental entities or positions by 
their inclusion in the charter.

WAYS TO CHANGE A CHARTER

REVISION INVOLVES
Re-examining the entire document and 
making fundamental changes to the 
charter, such as changing the form of 
government. 

AN AMENDMENT INVOLVES
A modification that doesn’t change the 
structure of government, and keeps 
the general structure of the existing 
charter. 

Changes to a charter can be made by revision or amendment; each can 
be proposed by City Council by three-fifths majority vote or by initiative 
petition, and requires a vote of the people to pass.

NOTES:



WHAT CHARTER CHANGE CAN AND CAN’T DO

• Change the form of government (city manager, 
strong mayor, etc.) 

• Alter electoral representation (i.e. district 
and/or at-large representation)

• Clarify ambiguity or confusion caused by 
existing charter language

• Redistribute powers among elected officials, 
appointed officials, and governing bodies as 
well as between city officials and citizens

• Automatically increase the quality of 
governmental products and services 

• Eliminate political in-fighting 

• Stop a controversial public project

• Change or eliminate state or federally-
mandated activities.

So what can charter change do? And, perhaps more importantly, what can it not do?
Here are some examples:

CAN CAN’T

SELECTED SOURCES

Adapted from the National Civic League’s “Guide to Charter Revision”

WHEN TO CONSIDER CHANGING THE CHARTER
Not every local government issue is a charter issue and may be better handled in other ways. 
So, before voting on whether to revise the charter, consider:

• Can this problem be addressed by the passage of an ordinance or a change in policy?

• Should a solution to this problem be sought by getting new officials in office?

• Might state legislation address this problem more effectively?

• Can the change be made by a charter amendment as opposed to a charter revision?

If the answer to any of these questions is “yes,” that issue is probably not suited for a two-
year comprehensive charter revision process. Furthermore, many local government services 
and regulations are mandated by state or federal law and cannot be altered or eliminated by 
changes to the charter.
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