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Policy Proposal: Develop a Sustainable Source of Funding for the Arts 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Detroit has undergone decades of funding cuts and the undervaluation of one of our greatest 
assets, and most important legacies: our arts and culture sector. This proposal doesn’t 
singlehandedly restore an ideal level of funding, but it does recognize the real value that this 
sector provides to citizens, and suggests that the development a sustainable funding source for our 
arts and cultural institutions must be a priority. This proposal represents some decisive first steps 
the city, the region and its citizens can take to maximize its near-term investments in arts and 
culture while creating a foundation for long term sustainability. Through supporting actions like 
this, we can lead the way for innovative higher-level, longer-term commitments to arts and 
culture funding. 
 
We propose to support House Bill 5604, which levies a statewide entertainment tax that 
could provide a sustainable revenue stream for arts and culture grants. We further propose 
to create a funding source for our core cultural institutions through a special millage in 
Wayne, Oakland, and Macomb counties. 
 

Why a Sustainable Funding Source for the Arts is Important 
 

It’s tempting to think that “the arts” are a luxury. We don’t believe that. Our schools and cultural 
institutions can cultivate creativity in every one of Detroit’s citizens, and in this new economy, 
creative thinking is as important as any other marketable skill.  Our cultural institutions and our 
cultural community are vital assets that deserve to be nurtured, and their responsible stewardship 
lies at the very heart of a city’s ability to retain existing residents and attract new residents. 
Moreover, a growing and vibrant arts and cultural community is a badge of international pride. 
For many institutions and individuals, finding sustainable revenue streams presents a major 
challenge to growth. We recognize the real fiscal challenge, and also believe that for too long, 
many leaders have failed to prioritize the arts. As such, this suggestion to reach sustainable 
funding is a comprehensive plan that both understands the realities of current conditions while 
finding opportunities where arts and culture can have dedicated revenue streams that do not 
present an unreasonable burden to business or individuals.  
 

What it Looks Like Where it Works 
 

Real investment in the arts pays dividends in culture, quality of life, community, and in economic 
development.  For example, in 1988, voters in Denver approved a 0.1 percent sales tax—
equivalent to just one penny per $10.00 spent—to support arts and science organizations.  By 
2008, the Science and Cultural Facilities District had awarded $591 million to over 300 eligible 
cultural institutions, with $41.6 million to scientific, arts, and cultural organizations in 2008 
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alone.1 The tax has been enthusiastically reauthorized as required; in 2004, over 65 percent of the 
voters in the seven counties who participate approved it, in part because of the billions of dollars 
in economic development that this investment in the arts has generated. 
 

How Detroit Falls Short 
 

For almost three quarters of a century, public support for many of the region's art and cultural 
institutions was provided by the City of Detroit. Due to decreasing tax revenues and the increased 
costs of running government, Detroit could no longer afford to support such institutions in the 
latter half of the 20th century. As such, the State of Michigan assumed the responsibility for 
funding these institutions. According to a report from the Citizen's Research Council, state 
support for Detroit-owned cultural institutions grew from $9.7 million in fiscal year 1976-77 to a 
high of $32.4 million in 1988-89, and declined to $20.3 million by 1992-93.2 
 
Per the Citizen's Research Council, "In 2000, the legislative bodies for the City of Detroit, Wayne 
County, and Oakland County approved participation in the Metropolitan Arts and Culture 
Council created pursuant to Act 375. At the November 7, 2000, general election, voters rejected a 
levy of one-half mill (0.5 mills) for 10 years to support regional cultural institutions and local arts 
and recreational programs. Proposal K did not achieve a majority of affirmative votes in each 
county necessary for adoption, failing in Oakland County (50.1 to 49.9 percent), but passing in 
Wayne County (54.9 to 45.1 percent)." 
 
The most recent large-scale attempt to address a portion the funding shortfall for the region's arts 
and cultural institutions, Proposal K, with some revisions from its original 2000 version, was 
defeated by voters in 2002.  
 
Since 2002, state funding for the arts and culture has been cut by 90%. This effects both large 
institutions that rely on state funds to provide world class services and small organizations that 
rely on state grants to create a rich and vibrant arts and music scene in Detroit and Southeast 
Michigan. A comprehensive funding proposal has yet to be offered.  
 

We Support the Following Measures 
 

We propose a hybrid approach to addressing these funding shortfalls. This approach incorporates 
both state and local support for the arts: state support in the form of a dedicated funding source 
earmarked towards funding arts and cultural grants, as proposed by State Representative George 
Cushingberry; and local support in the support of an Arts and Culture Millage in Oakland, 
Macomb and Wayne Counties, similar to that proposed in Proposal K, as summarized by the 
Citizens Research Council of Michigan ("CRC"). 
 

(1) Identify new sources for funding arts and cultural grants: 
 

Support House Bill 5604: House Bill 5606 proposes to provide a sustainable funding 
stream for arts and cultural grants in Michigan through imposing a 2 percent tax on the 
admission to an entertainment event in the State of Michigan.3 The bill defines 

                                                
1 See Science and Cultural Facilities District 2008 Annual Report (download here: 
http://www.scfd.org/?page=home&sub=2). 
2 See http://www.crcmich.org/PUBLICAT/2000s/2002/memo1067.pdf. 
3 See http://legislature.mi.gov/documents/2009-2010/billintroduced/House/pdf/2009-HIB-5604.pdf for 
exact text. 
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entertainment events as zoo, live theater, museum, opera, professional sporting event, 
collegiate athletic event, concert, etc. The funds raised will be placed with the State 
Treasurer for disbursement. There are no guidelines in the bill mandating how funds will 
be disbursed, except that funds will be dedicated to the support of arts, culture, and 
history. For a mere 40 cents on a $20 admission to a cultural event, this is an investment 
we can afford. 

 
(2) Identify funding and resource-sharing opportunities for the region’s core cultural 

assets through a special millage. 
 
Support a 0.5 mill property tax increase dedicated to financing operations of the 
region’s core arts and cultural institutions.  

 
Foundation: Per the CRC, "Public Act 375 of 1998 amended Public Act 292 of 1989 
permits the City of Detroit and Wayne and Oakland counties to create a metropolitan 
regional council for arts and cultural funding, and to develop and enhance regional 
cultural institutions and local recreation and cultural facilities not primarily designed or 
used for professional sports. A metropolitan region council may levy a property tax of up 
to 0.5 mills and must spend net revenues on cultural and recreational programs and 
facilities." 

 
Core Elements:  
 

• If it passes, it is estimated that the 0.5 mill levy will generate $45 million.4 

• Funds raised will be distributed via the Metropolitan Arts and Culture Council; no more 
than 2% of revenues may be used for Administrative purposes.  

• No institution may receive more than $4 million. 

• Per Proposal K in 2002, each participating institution will use funds to offer free or 
reduced admission to K-12 students in Wayne and Oakland counties, and each will also 
use funds to increase outreach programs offered in the communities, including providing 
curriculum guidance to teachers.  

• Other cultural institutions could be added if they are tax exempt, have been in existence 
for at least 18 consecutive months and serve the role of a science center, public broadcast 
station, museum, historical center, performing arts center, visual or performance art 
instruction center, orchestra, chorus, chorale, or opera house.  

• Professional sports, arenas or stadiums; labor organizations; political organizations; 
libraries; and public, private, or charter schools do not qualify as regional cultural 
institutions under PA 375 and funds cannot be distributed to them from the proposed tax. 

 
Process for Implementation 

 
(1) Arts and culture stakeholders and community leaders must organize around this proposal. 

(2) The Metropolitan Council Act of 1989 must be amended to add Macomb as a “qualified 
county.” 

                                                
4 This figure based on 2003 numbers and not including Macomb County. 
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(3) Enabling resolutions for the establishment of the Metropolitan Council must be adopted 
by the City of Detroit, and Macomb, Oakland and Wayne Counties. 

(4) Stakeholders must draft language for a ballot proposal. 

(5) The people of Oakland, Macomb and Wayne Counties must approve the ballot measure. 

 
In Sum: 

 
• No city can thrive in the 21st century without a strong arts and culture core and 

opportunities to nurture creativity among its citizens. 

• Arts and cultural institutions in Southeast Michigan have been undervalued and 
underfunded for decades. Since just 2002, state funding for the arts in Detroit has 
declined by 90 percent. 

• A long-term, sustainable funding stream for our arts and culture gems must be developed. 
Ideally, this is a combination of state and local support. 

• House Bill 5604 would create a 2 percent entertainment tax to create a state funding 
source for the support of arts, culture, and history. This is an affordable investment. 

• The adoption of a 0.5 mill property tax increase—just $25 per $100,000 of property value 
per year—in Oakland, Wayne, and Macomb counties could create a dedicated funding 
source for our beloved, and struggling, cultural institutions. 

 
 


