
 
 
 

Proposal for a Wayne County  
Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

By 
Kiersten Grove   

Urban and Regional Planning Program 
Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning 

University of Michigan 
April 2007 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Prepared for  
The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project



 
 
 

 ii 



 
 
 

 iii 

Executive Summary 
 
The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project, a partnership between Michigan Legal Services and 
United Community Housing Coalition, requested this study to develop a program for a 
collaborative foreclosure prevention program in Wayne County. Currently the number of 
taxpayers they assist overwhelms the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project and thus they are 
seeking a better way to work with the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer and other non-
profit organizations to prevent tax foreclosure.  
 
The recommendations within this study are based on a series of interviews with representatives 
of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer, the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project, and 
Mission of Peace, a housing and financial counseling organization. I also spoke with a number of 
taxpayers seeking assistance through the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer 
Assistance office. In addition to these groups, this report includes two case studies of tax 
foreclosure prevention efforts in Genesee and Washtenaw Counties.  
 
Based on this research this proposal outlines a program for tax foreclosure prevention that 
consists of recommendations related to: 
 
• Allocating Staff 
• Funding Prevention Efforts 
• Building Collaborative Partnerships 
• Increasing Outreach 
 
These recommendations are organized according to the agency best suited to their successful 
implementation and are divided into four groups: 
 
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer Assistance office 
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Communications office 
• The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project 
• Financial and homeownership counseling organizations 
 
 
In addition to these recommendations this proposal outlines funding strategies for implementing 
a tax foreclosure prevention program in Wayne County.  
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Introduction 
 
In March of 2007, the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer estimated that there were 506 
foreclosures of occupied properties, of which approximately 232 were owner-occupied homes; 
202 of those were in Detroit.1 This number is small compared to the number of homeowners who 
were in forfeiture the previous year and reflects a concerted effort by both the Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer and several non-profit organizations to assist homeowners in avoiding 
property tax foreclosure. For example in January and February of 2007 when the Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer mailed notices of impending foreclosure, there were over 18,000 
parcels (including homesteads, businesses, and lots) facing foreclosure and only 6,994 of those 
properties were foreclosed.2 The reduction between January and March is important, yet the 
overall number of owner-occupied foreclosures represents a significant number of homes lost to 
property tax foreclosure. The number of foreclosures of owner-occupied homes might be 
reduced even further through a coordinated property tax foreclosure prevention program.  
 
A property tax foreclosure program can be built around the variety of services needed by 
homeowners at risk of property tax foreclosure in Wayne County.  Property tax foreclosure 
impacts low-income populations, particularly the elderly and people who inherit a property. 
These groups are at risk for several reasons. The average property tax bill for a home in Wayne 
County is $1,541 dollars in the current year.3 Accounting for late interest fees and penalties, an 
estimate of average redemption costs in April immediately following foreclosure is $2373. While 
this number is estimated from the average tax bill, which might be substantially higher than most 
low-income homeowners’ tax liability, it exemplifies the relatively small, unpaid bill that can 
cause a homeowner to lose his or her property due to delinquent taxes.  
 
Additionally, in Michigan the process of property tax foreclosure takes three years. The property 
tax foreclosure process is substantially longer than that of mortgage foreclosures; and generally 
mortgage companies pay delinquent property taxes and modify mortgage bills accordingly. This 
means that few mortgaged properties are foreclosed due to delinquent property taxes. 
Homeowners facing property tax foreclosure in Wayne County are generally those with long 
periods of occupancy who no longer have mortgage payments, often the elderly or their heirs. 
Additionally, many low-income homeowners buy homes on land contract, and are unaware of 
homeownership assistance opportunities because their names are not on the deeds. This suggests 
specific services could assist these populations in maintaining homeownership and negotiating 
the probate process. These services include: 
• Financial counseling and homeownership education 
• Probate assistance 
• Providing information regarding:  

o Principal Residence Exemptions 
o City Hardship Exemptions  
o County Hardship Extension opportunities  
o State tax laws and mandated interest and penalties 
o Financial assistance opportunities 

                                                
1 R. Levi. Office Wayne County Treasurer. Personal Communication. March 14, 2007.  
2 R. Levi. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer. Personal Communication. April 25, 2007. 
3 US Census. Median Real Estate Taxes for Wayne County. Retrieved 4/18/ 2007. http://factfinder.census.gov. 
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Importance of Tax Foreclosure Prevention 
 
Preventing property tax foreclosure of owner-occupied homes preserves home-ownership 
opportunities for low-income homeowners. A study commissioned by the Clinton administration 
to examine the benefits of homeownership found that homeownership was correlated with longer 
occupancy, better home maintenance and accumulation of wealth.  The report found that “owner-
occupants spent more on maintenance, were less likely to defer repairs, and reported fewer 
housing problems”.4 Additionally the report stressed homeownership and its benefits for wealth 
accumulation stating  “(h)ome equity is the largest single source of household wealth for most 
Americans…For minority homeowners, home equity is an even more important component of 
wealth representing more than three-fourths of their median net wealth…”.5 Given the benefits of 
homeownership for individuals, particularly low-income individuals, and for communities, tax 
foreclosure is a significant and avoidable threat. 
 
This has specific implications for Wayne County and the city of Detroit. In 1999 Wayne County 
had 41,462, or 8%, owner-occupied housing units where occupants were at, or below, the 
poverty level.6 In the city of Detroit there were 184,672 owner-occupied housing units. Of those 
households 27,171, or 14.7%, were at or below the poverty level.7 Property taxes are a 
significant burden for a large number of homeowners in Wayne County and Detroit and a 
property tax foreclosure prevention effort could benefit many throughout the county.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 US Census. HCT19. REAL ESTATE TAXES [16] - Universe: Specified owner-occupied housing units. Retrieved April 6, 2007. 
5 Urban Policy Brief, Number 2, August 1995. Retrieved from HUD User. April 7, 2007: http://www.huduser.org/publications/txt/hdbrf2.txt. 
Page 3. 
6 United States Census. HCT24. TENURE BY POVERTY STATUS IN 1999 BY AGE OF HOUSEHOLDER [43] - Universe: Occupied housing 
units. Retrieved from US Census Webpage.  April 6, 2007 
7 United States Census. HCT24. TENURE BY POVERTY STATUS IN 1999 BY AGE OF HOUSEHOLDER [43] - Universe: Occupied housing 
units. Retrieved April 22, 2007. 
362:351:393:358:357:356:355:354|ft=350:349:335:389:388:332:331|fl=403:381:204:380:369:379:368|g=14000US20037956800 
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The Current Wayne County Tax Assistance System 
 
The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer Assistance office and Communications 
office provide services to taxpayers. These services include outreach and direct assistance with 
Hardship Extension applications. Beyond theses two efforts local governments are enabled to 
provide property tax relief through three means including: 
 
• Principal Residence Exemptions 
• City Hardship Exemptions 
• County Hardship Extensions 
 
Appendix A includes descriptions of these opportunities and application materials. Additionally, 
several non-profit organizations assist taxpayers facing property tax foreclosure. A full 
description of the efforts of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer and non-profit 
organizations follows, beginning with the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer 
Assistance office. 
  
Office the Wayne County Treasurer 

Taxpayer Assistance Office 
The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer established the Taxpayer Assistance office in 
January of 2007. Seven taxpayer assistance officers staff the Taxpayer Assistance office 
but two of those officers are on leave. The remaining five have the primary responsibility 
to answer questions regarding the process of Hardship Extensions and then to evaluate 
Hardship Extension applications. The Hardship Extension allows a taxpayer one 
additional year to pay overdue taxes with additional interest and penalties. The office 
provides information and answers questions about delinquent taxes on its widely 
advertised information line.  Because of various property tax payment deadlines 
throughout the year, the Taxpayer Assistance office receives a range of inquiries, 
resulting in alternating periods of busyness and calm.  The Taxpayer Assistance office is 
a recent creation of the Treasurer’s office and the functions of the office beyond the 
deadline for the Hardship Extension (April 30th) are currently being determined. 
 
Communications Office 
The second effort of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer is through its 
Communications office.  The Communications office runs several television commercials 
aired as public service announcements to warn people of the dangers of property tax 
foreclosure.  These commercials alert taxpayers to upcoming deadlines and advertise the 
taxpayer assistance telephone number. The office began a new effort in January involving 
property tax foreclosure prevention community meetings.  The Communications office 
sent letters to churches and community organizations offering to speak about property tax 
foreclosure laws and procedures. The meetings include explanations of property tax 
collection, late payment fees and interest rates, and the problems facing Wayne County 
due to delinquent property taxes (revenue shortage, abandoned properties, neighborhood 
deterioration). The meetings have been well attended, and the Office of the Wayne 
County Treasurer plans to expand their presentations to target specific neighborhoods 
with particularly high foreclosure and forfeiture rates. 
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Non-Profit Efforts 
In addition to the efforts of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer, several non-profit 
organizations work to assist taxpayers throughout Wayne County. Michigan Legal Services and 
United Community Housing Coalition provide property tax and mortgage foreclosure assistance 
to taxpayers.  The two organizations formed a collaborative effort called the Tax Foreclosure 
Prevention Program (TFPP).  The group works to provide legal assistance in filing extensions, 
applying for assistance through social service organizations, publishing tax information, and 
providing probate assistance to estates.  The program sends mailings and visits homesteads of 
people who are delinquent in property taxes and are in danger of property tax foreclosure in the 
coming year.  Because the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program is overwhelmed with the number 
of property tax foreclosure cases, the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program is seeking a way to 
work with the Wayne County Treasurer’s office more effectively in providing foreclosure 
prevention assistance to Wayne County residents. 
 
In addition to the above organizations, Wayne County residents receive assistance from the 
following organizations through either counseling or direct funding. A description of these 
organizations’ activities in aiding taxpayers, including their intake forms, is available in 
Appendix B.  
 

• Michigan Legal Aid and Defender: Michigan Legal Aid and Defender provides information 
to taxpayers regarding the tax collection and foreclosure process. They represent clients who 
wish to appeal a property tax foreclosure and publish a document listing property tax 
procedures. This document is included in Appendix B.  

• ACCESS: The Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS) 
provides financial assistance to people in need of tax assistance. Their services are not 
limited to the Arab community. ACCESS requires that a taxpayer apply for assistance from 
Department of Human Services before seeking assistance from them. Their funds are limited 
to $500 per taxpayer in Wayne County and are distributed on a first-come basis. 

• Veterans Trust Fund: The funds are to assist with emergencies and are not available for 
chronic situations. Eligible veterans must have been honorably discharged with at least 180 
days of wartime service. 

• Soldiers and Sailors Relief Fund: Veterans must have served during wartime. The fund 
provides temporary emergency relief. 

• Michigan Department of Human Services: The Department of Human Services offers a 
range of assistance opportunities including a one-time only tax relief payment of $2000. In 
addition to this service, DHS has social workers that can evaluate and connect people to 
other financial assistance opportunities. An application for DHS aid is attached. 

• Mission of Peace: Mission of Peace is a non-profit organization that offers financial and 
homeownership counseling. They are familiar with DHS opportunities, as well as property 
tax assistance and recently opened an office in Detroit. 

 
These organizations are important actors in preventing property tax foreclosure in Wayne 
County. Taxpayers in need of assistance could utilize the services of these programs more easily 
through a collaborative property tax foreclosure prevention program that defines how these 
organizations can more successfully work together. The following recommendations suggest 
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guidelines for creating a program. The recommendations are organized according to the office 
best suited to their implementation. These offices include: 
  
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer Assistance office 
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Communications office  
• The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program’s office 
• Homeownership counseling organizations  
 
The goal of a property tax foreclosure prevention plan is to reduce the number of owner-
occupied homes lost to property tax foreclosure.  To achieve this the Office of the Wayne 
County Treasurer and non-profit organizations must coordinate their resources and better utilize 
their strengths to meet the needs of at-risk homeowners throughout Wayne County. The 
following recommendations include specific suggestions related to: 
 
• Allocating Staff 
• Funding Prevention Efforts 
• Building Collaborative Partnerships 
• Increasing Outreach 
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Recommendations 
 
These recommendations pertain to: 
 
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer Assistance office 
• The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Communications office  
• The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program’s office 
• Homeownership counseling organizations  

 
The recommendations begin with the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer 
Assistance office. 
 
Wayne County Treasurer’s Office 

 
Taxpayer Assistance office 
 
Recommendation 1: Coordinate Resources by employing a Foreclosure Prevention 
Coordinator 
The current property tax foreclosure prevention efforts are multifaceted and the Tax 
Foreclosure Prevention Program sees a definite need to coordinate the information and 
resources of the organizations working to prevent tax foreclosure.  The Wayne County 
Treasurer’s office is in a position to facilitate the coordination of these organizations 
because the office understands taxpayer needs and has the financial capacity to 
coordinate collaboration across governmental and non-profit organizations. The 
Foreclosure Prevention Coordinator must be someone with experience organizing non-
profit organizations and government agencies and with an understanding of the needs of 
Wayne County taxpayers. A Foreclosure Prevention Coordinator would be responsible 
for:  

o Organizing monthly meetings of non-profit and Treasurer’s staff involved 
in foreclosure prevention 

o Facilitating collaborative efforts between organizations 
o Facilitating information sharing between the Treasurer’s office and non-

profit organizations 
o Developing a plan for funding foreclosure prevention efforts 
o Developing a plan for targeting tax foreclosure prevention efforts through 

geographic and demographic data collection.  
 
Recommendation 2: Increase the Role of the Taxpayer Assistance office to include a 
formalized referral process 
The Taxpayer Assistance office assists Wayne County taxpayers with questions about 
Hardship Extension applications and other tax-related issues. The Taxpayer Assistance 
office could directly assist homeowners. The current Hardship Extension application 
procedure entails direct contact with many taxpayers at risk of foreclosure and in need of 
financial assistance, homeownership counseling, and probate assistance. As a part of this 
procedure each tax assistance officer could work through a standard checklist of 
questions with individuals. The checklist could be designed to direct taxpayers to the 
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services they need and to document which resources taxpayers access. It also allows each 
tax assistance officer to ensure that they provide equal access to information to all 
taxpayers.  The following checklist serves as a model for service direction and could be 
utilized when a taxpayer seeks assistance either over the phone or in person through the 
Taxpayer Assistance office. The checklist could be shared between organizations as a 
part of the referral process. Appendices A and B has complete descriptions of each of 
these opportunities including the applications for assistance where available.  

 

 
1. Is this an owner-occupied home? If yes do they qualify for a hardship extension and are they aware of the interest and fees?  
2. Does this person have questions or need assistance with the probate process? If yes contact  

UCHC (313) 963-3310 
Michigan Legal Services (313) 964-4130 

3. Does this person currently claim the Principal Residence Exemption? 
If not and eligible, contact (313) 224-3035 (for Detroit) or the local City Assessor.  

4.    Is this person aware of the city exemption opportunity? 
If not and eligible contact (313) 224-6674 (for Detroit) or the local city Assessor’s office. 
For Detroit:  

Citizens must request an exemption each year 
Exemptions are good for the current tax year only 
Citizens must have lived in their house for 3 years to qualify 
Citizens can submit the requests throughout the year  
Requests will be reviewed 3 times during the year (February/March, July, December) 
The Citizen’s Review Board reviews applications 
Both full and partial exemptions are granted 

5. Is this person aware of the funding assistance opportunities through Department of Human Services and other organizations? 
DHS (313) 899-1162 
Veterans Trust Fund (313) 899-1162 
Soldiers and Sailors Relief Fund (313) 224-1862 
ACCESS (313) 842-7010 

6. Does this person wish to consult a financial/homeownership counselor for assistance with  
Mortgage questions 
Property tax questions 
Foreclosure counseling 
Financial counseling 
Homeownership classes 
Pre and post – purchase counseling 
Budget and credit counseling 
If yes contact Mission of Peace at (810) 232-0104 

7.  Does this person require additional legal counseling for formal court objections to foreclosure proceedings? 
If yes contact the following organizations: 

UCHC (313) 963-3310 
Michigan Legal Services (313) 964-4130 
Legal Aid and Defender (313) 964-4700 

Figure 1: Possible checklist for referring taxpayers to assistance opportunities 

  Yes or will access No or will not access 

1. County extension   

2. Probate questions   

3. Principal residence exemption   

4. City exemption   

5. Needs access to funding assistance    

6. Financial and homeownership counseling   

7. Legal counseling   

Notes  
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Figure 2: Steps to accessing tax assistance opportunities 
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To enable taxpayers to utilize the opportunities above, taxpayer assistance officers need 
to be familiar with all of these resources. Therefore, the following recommendations are 
aimed at strategies for the Taxpayer Assistance office:  

 

o Train taxpayer assistance officers on the services provided by foreclosure 
prevention non-profits throughout Wayne County 

o Develop a formalized referral form, such as the one above to recommend services 
to taxpayers seeking assistance so that all parties-the taxpayer, the Treasurer’s 
office, and taxpayer assistance non-profits-are aware of the services taxpayers 
need 

o Develop an open dialogue between non-profit assistance organizations and the 
Taxpayer Assistance office that will be facilitated through regular meetings 
organized by the Foreclosure Prevention Coordinator 

o Contact local assessors regarding their hardship exemption policies and about 
receiving their application materials. A list of local Wayne county assessors is 
included in Appendix C. 

o Provide taxpayers with application materials for  
�  Principal Residence Exemptions 
�  City Hardship Exemptions 
�  County Hardship Extensions 

These are available in Appendix A. 
 

Communications office  
 
Recommendation 1: Develop collaborative community presentations 
Currently the Communications office of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer does 
outreach to taxpayers through informational talks at churches and community centers.  
These events are important ways to inform the public of tax policy and foreclosure 
prevention opportunities.  These informational talks are also opportunities for 
collaboration among the Treasurer’s office and local tax assistance non-profits, including 
the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project. Because the Tax Foreclosure Prevention 
Program provides direct counseling services, including assistance with completing forms 
and applying for aid, a collaborative presentation would inform the public of the tax 
policy and the procedures for tax collection, and would also connect taxpayers to 
organizations that can provide immediate assistance.  
 
The Tax Foreclosure Coordinator in collaboration with the Director of the Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer’s Communications office should: 
 

o Coordinate information sharing between the Office of the Wayne County 
Treasurer and the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project 

o Develop a presentation that outlines property tax foreclosure prevention 
opportunities 

o Provide accurate information to community organizations to assist their 
members in property tax foreclosure prevention 
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Recommendation 2: Record foreclosure prevention presentations for community 
distribution 
Mr. Terrance Keith of the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer currently leads 
presentations and is an effective public speaker. To further the impact of the community 
meetings, the office could record Mr. Keith’s presentation and then distribute it to 
community leaders so that they are able to assist their organizations’ members with 
property tax questions.  Recorded presentations would not replace the live presentations 
but would expand the capacity of current outreach efforts. Organizations including 
Neighborhood Service Centers; housing advocates, such as the HOPE Partnership; and 
churches and religious institutions would be ideal groups to receive the video/DVD.  
 

o Develop a video/DVD presentation to distribute to community groups and 
leaders 

o Provide handouts that explain the property tax foreclosure process and 
sources of assistance  

o Advertise availability of recorded presentation on website and in mailings 
 

Recommendation 3: Target high-risk neighborhoods and taxpayers in outreach 
efforts including notices and presentations 
The Communications office could target specific neighborhoods with high rates of 
foreclosure and forfeiture and could assist in providing information and services to 
taxpayers most in need.  The Communications office could do this through several 
methods including GIS mapping of high-risk areas. A simpler method would entail 
targeting efforts through ward identification numbers in the Property Tax Administration 
(PTA) computer system or through examination of ward numbers in the Hardship 
Extension application files. While ward maps are not as precise as GIS data they do 
provide information on general areas of foreclosure clustering. Beyond geographic 
targeting, the Communications office could begin to collect data to understand the kinds 
of homeowners most likely to face property tax foreclosure. While those data are 
currently not available, collecting them could be important for future property tax 
foreclosure prevention efforts. 
 

o Target neighborhoods with high rates of foreclosure through examination 
of GIS mapping or ward data 

o Work with the Foreclosure Prevention Coordinator to collect data on 
taxpayers’ age and method of attaining homeownership during hardship 
application process to understand how best to target taxpayer assistance 
efforts 

o Compile a list of community and religious organizations that might be 
effective in reaching seniors, low-income homeowners, and specific 
groups identified through data collection efforts 

o Make contact though mailings and phone calls from the Treasurer’s office 
to high-risk areas 

o Present at community organizations/ mail recorded presentation 
o Advertise presentations through posters and press releases 
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Recommendation 4: Increase public awareness through postings 
The Treasurer’s office currently sends multiple notices to individuals who have not paid 
property taxes. The current mailings exceed the requirements set by PA 123, the 
Michigan law that stipulates tax foreclosure guidelines; however, the Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer and the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program could expand this 
effort. The Treasurer or TFPP could produce signs summarizing the tax law and the 
payment opportunities to be posted in libraries, post offices, schools, senior centers, and 
banks.   
 

o Create flyers/posters that summarize the consequences of late property tax 
payments 

o Distribute these to high-risk areas 
 
Recommendation 5: Create direct links to assistance organizations on the Office of 
the Wayne County Treasurer’s website so taxpayer assistance organizations can 
help their clients through a consolidated list of resources 
The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer has recently added two tax assistance 
brochures to their website, http://www.waynecounty.com/treasurer. Each brochure 
includes contact information for tax assistance.  The Office of the Wayne County 
Treasurer could create direct links to the organizations listed in the PDF and also more 
fully summarize their assistance opportunities.   
 

o Create direct links to assistance organizations on the Office of the Wayne 
County Treasurer website 

 
Recommendation 6: Target taxpayers with a history of late payment of property 
taxes to receive information regarding the foreclosure prevention program 
Current tax assistance efforts focus on property owners in immediate danger of 
foreclosure.  Many homeowners facing property tax foreclosure this year have a history 
of forfeiture and last minute tax payments.  As a result, their total tax bill is significantly 
larger than it was in the first year of billing due to fees and interest penalties.  To lessen 
property tax foreclosure rates in future years, the Treasurer’s computer system, Property 
Tax Administration (PTA), could identify taxpayers who have consecutive years of 
delinquent payment.  Through that identification the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program 
or the Treasurer’s office could connect people to financial resources and to budget and 
legal counseling. This system could help taxpayers avoid the interest and penalties of late 
tax payment.  
 

o Compile a list in April of the year before foreclosure of homes in danger 
of foreclosure based on forfeiture notices mailed in March 

o Compile a list of properties with habitual late-payment histories based on 
information in PTA 

o Send mailings of community meetings and assistance opportunities 
o Coordinate communication with the Wayne County Treasurer’s office 

regarding property tax foreclosure prevention  
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The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project & Legal Assistance Organizations 
 
Recommendation 1: Establish a position for a tax foreclosure prevention counselor 
The foreclosure prevention counselor could be responsible for assisting taxpayers with 
paperwork and applications for assistance. The counselor would be responsible for answering 
questions and directing services to taxpayers in need of assistance. While the Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer assistance office would be responsible for providing 
information on Hardship Extensions, Hardship Exemptions, and Principal Residence Status, the 
tax foreclosure prevention counselor could then utilize information provided by the Taxpayer 
Assistance office to ensure taxpayers receive appropriate assistance. Additionally the Tax 
Foreclosure Prevention Counselor could connect individuals to legal assistance, usually 
assistance in probating an estate.  
 

o Directly assist taxpayers with applications for financial assistance 
o Advocate within DHS and the Treasurer’s office for taxpayers in need of 

assistance 
o Maintain files and records regarding tax assistance program and clients including 

referral information provided by the Taxpayer Assistance office (Figure 1) 
 
Recommendation 2: Employ a full-time probate assistance lawyer 
The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project already has a part-time probate lawyer. Expanding this 
position to full time could assist in property tax foreclosure prevention. Probate is not itself a 
cause of tax foreclosure; however, homeowners who do not possess a deed or title in their name 
are ineligible to receive the Hardship Extension, Hardship Exemption, or financial assistance 
from social service organizations to prevent property tax foreclosure. For this reason, individuals 
who inherit property and are in danger of property tax foreclosure are particularly vulnerable. 
The probate process can be lengthy and often difficult to negotiate. Additionally, many 
homeowners are unaware that probate is necessary to obtain legal ownership of a home.  
Currently Michigan Legal Services and United Community Housing Coalition handle many of 
the probate cases that are undertaken to prevent property tax foreclosure.  Their staff is 
overwhelmed by this task and so the creation of a specific full-time tax assistance/probate 
position within one of the legal aid organizations would assist in property tax foreclosure 
prevention. Beyond direct legal assistance the probate attorney could: 
 

o Establish and lead probate seminars that assist groups of people with questions 
about probate procedures 

o Distribute probate materials designed to explain the probate process in simple and 
clear language 
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Homeownership/Financial Counseling Organizations 
 
Recommendation 1: Establish formal relationships among the Office of the Wayne County 
Treasurer, the Tax Foreclosure Prevention Project, and homeownership and financial 
counseling organizations  
Numerous financial counseling organizations operate within Wayne County. The Office of the 
Wayne County Treasurer has met with Mission of Peace, a national organization with an office 
in Flint and a new office in Detroit, to understand how they might work together in the future. 
This relationship is in its beginning stages; however, the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer 
and Wayne County taxpayers could benefit through a regular working relationship at tax 
foreclosure prevention meetings. Financial and homeownership counseling allows homeowners 
at-risk of foreclosure to evaluate their ability to maintain a home. Through referrals from the 
Wayne County Treasurer’s Taxpayer Assistance office, individuals in danger of foreclosure can 
plan and implement a budget to avoid property tax foreclosure. Budgeting is not always an 
option for individuals on limited incomes, as they may have no money available for non-
necessities. Mission of Peace has experience in connecting eligible seniors to information on 
reverse mortgages. 
 

o Organize meetings among Mission of Peace, Office of the Wayne County 
Treasurer’s Tax Foreclosure Prevention Coordinator, and the Tax Foreclosure 
Prevention Project  

o Establish procedures for working with the above organizations through a referral 
process 

o Develop a plan for sustainable case management and funding 
o Develop a procedure for discussing reverse mortgages for eligible taxpayers in 

need of tax foreclosure prevention assistance 
 
Recommendation 2: Investigate opportunities for market sales to preserve equity 
Real estate services are an essential component to budget and homeownership counseling 
programs.  By forming connections with local real estate representatives, a homeowner who 
lacks the financial capacity to maintain a home can make plans to sell his or her home to ensure 
the return of equity before property tax foreclosure. 
 

o Investigate models of partnerships between real-estate agents and property tax 
foreclosure prevention efforts, specifically the partnership in Washtenaw County 

o Establish relationships with local real-estate agents 
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Funding 
 
The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer, local banks, homeownership foundations, and the 
federal government all have reason to invest in maintaining homeownership among low-income 
populations in Wayne County.  The following is a list of possible funding sources with links to 
their contact information. 
 
• Office of the Wayne County Treasurer 
The Office of the Wayne County Treasurer could contract with existing property tax foreclosure 
prevention non-profits to increase services and solidify the working relationship. Examples of 
such contracts exist in Washtenaw County and Genesee County in Michigan and Cuyahoga 
County in Ohio.  Funds from the interest penalties and fees on delinquent taxes are used in other 
counties to contract with outside organizations. Genesee County contracts with Legal Services of 
Eastern Michigan to make personal visits at a rate of $35 per property. Washtenaw County 
contracted with the Housing Bureau for Seniors (HBS) to provide foreclosure prevention 
counseling to taxpayers. 
 
• HUD Grants 
HUD offers several grants aimed at encouraging homeownership in low-income communities.  
The grant guidelines are available on their website at 
http://www.grants.gov/search/search.do?mode=PAGECHANGE&pageNum=2 
Two particularly applicable sources are the following: 
 

o Housing Counseling Program: This grant is available to all HUD- approved local 
housing counseling agencies, HUD-approved national and regional 
intermediaries, and State Finance Agencies. One of its stated purposes is to 
preserve homeownership. 

o ROSS Family Homeownership: This grant is designed to assist public housing 
authorities/tribes/tribally-designated housing entities, resident associations and 
nonprofit entities in creating programs that help residents achieve economic self-
sufficiency. 

 
• Banks and Mortgage Companies  
Banks contribute to community improvement efforts through Community Reinvestment Act 
initiatives. Under provisions set by the Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council 
(FFIEC) for the Community Reinvestment Act, qualified CRA investments are activities that 
include community development activities such as child care, educational, health, or social 
services, housing and activities that revitalize or stabilize low to moderate-income areas).8 
 

o Comerica Bank: Comerica funds initiatives in Michigan that support 
neighborhood revitalization.  http://www.comerica.com/vgn-ext-

                                                
8 FFEIC. Community Reinvestment Act: Interagency Questions & Answers. (§§ __.12(h) & 563e.12(g) – 1. Retrieved 4/22/2007. 
http://www.ffiec.gov/cra/qnadoc.htm. 
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templating/v/index.jsp?vgnextoid=374970d75d994010VgnVCM1000004502a8
c0RCRD  

o National City: National City currently uses CRA money to fund a program that 
increases taxpayers’ access to information regarding the Earned Income Credit 
in Cleveland, Ohio. They fund throughout the Midwest including Detroit and 
Wayne County. 
http://www.nationalcity.com/about/CommuReinvestment/AboutCDC/default.as
p 

o JPMorganChase: JPMorganChase gives throughout Detroit and has specific 
interests in homeownership opportunities. They fund a number of 
homeownership counseling and referral services around the country. 
http://www.jpmorganchase.com/cm/cs?pagename=Chase/Href&urlname=jpmc/
community/grants 

 
 
• Private Foundations 
Numerous private foundations have interests in creating opportunities for homeownership among 
low-income populations.  These include the following: 
 

o Ford Foundation: The Ford Foundation lists four elements of interest including 
Asset Building and Community Development. Within this they express interest in 
creating wealth and increasing homeownership opportunities among low-income 
populations http://www.fordfound.org/about/guideline.cfm 

o Knight Foundation: The Knight Foundation offers grants to Wayne County. 
Property tax foreclosure prevention falls within two of their current interest areas 
including Economic Development and Housing and Community Development. 
They have funded many local non-profits including a program that offers income 
tax assistance.  http://www.knightfdn.org/default.asp?story=cpp/index.asp 

o McGregor Foundation: The McGregor Foundation expresses an interest in 
providing services to “Access Care for Underserved Populations”. In 2007 they 
funded a number of direct service organizations throughout the Midwest. 
http://mcgregorfoundation.org/Grant_Guidelines.asp 

o Wells Fargo Foundations: The Wells Fargo Foundation funds 501(c) 3s who 
assist low to moderate-income homeowners. According to their funding 
guidelines they specifically fund foreclosure prevention efforts. 
https://www.wellsfargo.com/about/wfhf/guidelines 
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Other Examples of Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Programs 
 
The above Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program is one way to prevent property tax foreclosure. 
Other counties take different approaches.  The following are two case studies of the property tax 
foreclosure efforts of Genesee and Washtenaw Counties.   
 
Genesee County Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention 
 
The Genesee County Treasurer created a position for a foreclosure prevention officer in 1999.  
Cathy Town is the Foreclosure Prevention Specialist, and she handles all owner-occupied 
foreclosures for Genesee County, including the city of Flint.  She developed a program that 
entails first meeting with people who are in danger of foreclosure to assess their situation and 
evaluate whether the individual or family has the ability to regularly pay their taxes.  To do this 
she goes through a checklist of available sources of funding and assistance and directs clients to 
seek applicable aid.  

Figure 3: Genesee County tax foreclosure prevention program checklist 
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Ms. Town has developed relationships with representatives from assistance organizations and 
local governments and is familiar with their guidelines and assistance opportunities, including all 
local Hardship Exemption policies, which differ depending on local jurisdiction. She often meets 
with taxpayers two to three times from January to April to check on their progress. Ms. Town 
estimated that she saw over 600 clients within this time period in 2007 and about half of those 
were able to avoid tax foreclosure.  
 
The Genesee County Treasurer also contracted with Legal Services of Eastern Michigan. Legal 
Services of Eastern Michigan provides assistance by contacting individuals in danger of losing 
their homes to property tax foreclosure.  They deliver assistance packet containing information 
provided by the Treasurer’s Office and receive $35 per visit to each homestead. They visit 
properties in early March based on a list provided by Ms. Town.  Ms. Town developed a form to 
allow Legal Services of Eastern Michigan to report back on the condition of the property 
including whether or not it is occupied. Ms. Town then provides local assessors with information 
on vacant properties so they are able to adjust their principal residence credit accordingly. 
 
Additionally the Genesee County Treasurer collaborates with the Genesee County Probate Court 
and holds seminars on probating a small estate. The seminars happen once yearly and are 
presented by a representative from the probate court. This year 60 people have signed up to 
participate. Ms. Town informs people of this opportunity when they seek assistance from her 
office. The seminar does not provide specific legal advice but rather familiarizes taxpayers with 
the requirements and procedures for the probate process.  
 
Appendix D includes referral forms, assistance applications, and documents designed for data 
collection developed by Ms. Town for the property tax foreclosure program. 
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Washtenaw County Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention 
 
The Washtenaw County foreclosure prevention plan includes three Tax Foreclosure Prevention 
Specialists (TFPS): two of the TFPS are employed directly through the Washtenaw County 
Treasurer’s office, and the third specialist is jointly funded through the county treasurer and the 
Housing Bureau for Seniors (HBS). All three TFPS have backgrounds in social work. Terry 
Allon of HBS handles the majority of cases involving senior citizens. For both populations, 
seniors and non-seniors, the procedure is similar and includes assessments of financial capability 
in maintaining a home, financial counseling, and referral to various support agencies. The 
process often involves meeting with clients two to three times to evaluate their ability to 
maintain homeownership. This process includes connecting taxpayers to: 
 
• Emergency loans and grants 
• Legal assistance 
• Budgeting assistance 
• Resources for veterans and seniors 
• Hardship Extensions 
• Senior deferment and hardship reduction information 
 
Additionally Terry Allon of HBS provides information regarding reverse mortgages to eligible 
seniors. She takes them through HUD guidelines on reverse mortgages and utilizes a reverse 
mortgage calculator to estimate an applicant’s potential mortgage.  The calculator is located at: 
http://www.rmaarp.com/. 
 
The stated goals of the Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program, taken from their program 
overview include: 
 

• Administering an income tax preparation program which provides a 
vehicle for both outreach and prevention measures. We counsel our 
clients on the use of homestead credits, help them apply for local taxing 
authority property tax and poverty exemptions, and deferments. 

• We screen clients in order to see if they have fallen victim to predatory 
loans. 

• Assessing clients for the appropriateness of their current housing and 
making referral for community resources and supports. 

• Participating in community organization efforts by participating /hosting 
PTFP Task Force and by working cooperatively with government 
agencies and non-profit organization. 

• Administering to loan programs that prevent mortgage and property tax 
foreclosure.9

 

 
HBS and the Washtenaw County Treasurer brought representatives together from the Veterans’ 
Administration, and the Department of Human Services, as a part of the Tax Foreclosure 
Prevention Task Force.  The Task Force meets four times annually to address foreclosure 
concerns within the county and to review applications for the loan program.  An important 
element of the Washtenaw County plan is its effort to build collaborative partnerships among 

                                                
9 Housing Bureau for Seniors. Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program Overview. Received during interview with Terry Allon. 2/20/2007. 
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service organizations. The meeting in January included a real estate broker who was interested in 
learning about mortgage foreclosure prevention. The coalition is beginning to address issues of 
mortgage foreclosure through contacts with banks, mortgage companies, and real estate agencies. 
The group recognizes that this is important especially in relationship to property tax foreclosure 
because mortgage companies often pay delinquent tax bills and then increase monthly mortgage 
bills to include taxes and fees accessed by the mortgage company. The Tax Foreclosure 
Prevention Specialists have encountered taxpayers whose mortgage companies paid their 
delinquent property taxes and increased the homeowner’s mortgage payments resulting in an 
inability to pay and eventual mortgage foreclosure. 
 
The Tax Foreclosure Prevention Task Force administers loans funded through the county 
treasurer. The loans are designed to assist Washtenaw County residents in danger of mortgage or 
property tax foreclosure in temporary need of assistance. The intent is to help prevent foreclosure 
and late penalties in temporary hardship situations. A temporary hardship is one where a 
taxpayer has the ability to maintain homeownership, but has faced some sort of financial 
hardship that has hindered his or her ability to pay property taxes on a short-term basis. One loan 
recipient received funds to pay property taxes so that she would be able to place her house on the 
market. The loan becomes due when the house is sold or the title is transferred to a new owner. 
The loan is administered through the Task Force, and all applications are reviewed and decided 
through their meetings. The Treasurer provides the loan funds, and HBS acts as the fiduciary.  
 
Appendix E includes Washtenaw County program forms as well as an outline of the loan’s 
purpose and the application process.  
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Appendix A: Descriptions of Local Government Property Tax Assistance and Relief 
Opportunities  
 
• County Hardship Extension: Wayne County provides a hardship extension for taxpayers in 

danger of foreclosure. The Hardship Extension allows taxpayers an additional year to pay 
delinquent taxes at a 1.5% interest rate per month. Application materials follow, including the 
guidelines for approval. Michigan county hardship policy is dictated by the General Property 
Tax Act, MCL, 211.78h. 

 
• Principal Residence Exemption: Michigan Public Act 105 of 2003 allows homeowners to 

claim an exemption from certain school taxes. In order to qualify, a homestead must be the 
primary residence of a Michigan resident. Specific guidelines follow. This exemption is 
approximately 18 mils per $1,000 of TXV. On a 50,000 TXV approx. $900.00 – 100,000 TXV 
approx. $1,800 – 150,000 TXV approx. $2,70010. 

 
• City Hardship Exemption: Local assessors are allowed to exempt homesteads from property 

taxes in the current year if the owner meets the guidelines established for hardship by the local 
assessor. Each local assessor creates his or her own parameters and so guidelines vary among 
localities. The enabling law is mandated by the General Property Tax Act, MCL, 211.7u. The 
City of Detroit Hardship Exemption materials follow. 

 
A1. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Policy 
A2. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Requirements 
A3. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Application 
 
A4. Instructions for Michigan Department of Treasury Homeowners Principal Residence 
Exemption Affidavit 
A5.  Michigan Department of Treasury Homeowners Principal Residence Exemption 
Affidavit 
 
A6. City of Detroit Hardship Program Request for Application 
A7. City of Detroit Citizens Board of Review Process for reviewing Hardship Application 
A8. City of Detroit 2007 Property Tax Hardship Application 

                                                
10 Office of the Wayne County Treasurer. FAQs. What is a Principal Residence Exemption?. Retrieved 4/27/07. 
http://www.waynecounty.com/treasurer/faq.htm. 
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A1. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Policy 
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A2. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Requirements 
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A3. Office of the Wayne County Treasurer Financial Hardship Extension Application 
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A4. Instructions for Michigan Department of Treasury Homeowners Principal Residence 
Exemption Affidavit 
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A5.  Michigan Department of Treasury Homeowners Principal Residence Exemption 
Affidavit
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A6. City of Detroit Hardship Program Request for Application 
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A7. City of Detroit Citizens Board of Review Process for reviewing Hardship Application 
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 A8. City of Detroit 2007 Property Tax Hardship Application 
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Appendix B: Intake Forms and Applications for Organization that Provide Property Tax 
Assistance and Counseling in Wayne County  
 
B1. Soldiers’ and Sailors Relief 
B2. Department of Military and Veterans Affairs Emergency Grants 
 
B3. Department of Human Services State Emergency Relief Eligibility Requirements  
B4. Department of Human Services State Emergency Relief Application 
 
B5. Legal Aid and Defender Packet 
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B1. Soldiers’ and Sailors Relief 
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B2. Department of Military and Veterans Affairs Emergency Grants 
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B3. Department of Human Services State Emergency Relief Eligibility Requirements  
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B4. Department of Human Services State Emergency Relief Application 
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B5. Legal Aid and Defender Packet 
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Appendix C: List of Wayne County Local Assessors  
 
C1. List of Local Assessors12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
12 Wayne County Local Assessors/ Treasurers. Retrieved from the Office of the Wayne County Treasurer’s Website. 4/2/07. 
http://www.waynecounty.com/treasurer/docs/commWebsites.pdf. 
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C1. List of Local Assessors 
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Appendix D: Genesee County Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program Forms 
 
D1. Genesee County Foreclosure Prevention Goals 
D2.Genesee County Tax Foreclosure Financial Hardship Policy 
D3. Genesee County Tax Foreclosure Prevention Checklist 
D4. Genesee County Information Regarding Postponement of Tax Foreclosure 
D5. Genesee County Application for Postponement of Tax Foreclosure 
D6. Genesee County Principal Residence Credit Referral 
D7. Genesee County Property Tax Payment Budget Form 
D8. City Exemption Letter of Inquiry 
D9. Genesee County Letter and City of Flint Exemption Application 
D10. Genesee County Probate Court “How to Probate A Small Estate” Presentation 
D11. Meaningful Careers for People with Disabilities Brochure 
D12. Michigan Coalition of Benefits Planning, Assistance & Outreach Brochure 
D13. Michigan Department of Treasury Affidavit Requesting Special Assessment 
Deferment 
D14. Genesee County Reverse Mortgage Information Packet 
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D1. Genesee County Foreclosure Prevention Goals 
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D2.Genesee County Tax Foreclosure Financial Hardship Policy 
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D3. Genesee County Tax Foreclosure Prevention Checklist 
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D4. Genesee County Information Regarding Postponement of Tax Foreclosure 
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D5. Genesee County Application for Postponement of Tax Foreclosure 
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Proposal for a Wayne County Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program     April 2007 
 
 
 

 82 

D6. Genesee County Principal Residence Credit Referral 
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D7. Genesee County Property Tax Payment Budget Form 
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D8. City Exemption Letter of Inquiry 
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D9. Genesee County Letter and City of Flint Exemption Application 
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D10. Genesee County Probate Court “How to Probate A Small Estate” Presentation 
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D11. Meaningful Careers for People with Disabilities Brochure 
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D12. Michigan Coalition of Benefits Planning, Assistance & Outreach 
Brochure
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D13. Michigan Department of Treasury Affidavit Requesting Special Assessment 
Deferment
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D14. Genesee County Reverse Mortgage Information Packet 
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Appendix E: Washtenaw County Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program Forms 
 
E1. Washtenaw County Property Tax Foreclosure Information Brochure 
E2.Washtenaw County Treasurer’s Office Financial Hardship Extension Policy 
E3. Washtenaw County Financial Hardship Exemption Application 
E4. Washtenaw County Application for Deferment of Taxes 
E5. Washtenaw County Principal Residence Brochure 
E6.Washtenaw County “Beware of Wolves” Brochure 
E7.Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Assessment Tool 
E8. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Loan Policy 
E9. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Applicant Screening    
and Loan Process 
E10. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Orientation 
Materials 
E11. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Application 
E12. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Discharge 
Procedures 
E13. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Lien Subordination 
Policy 
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E1. Washtenaw County Property Tax Foreclosure Information Brochure 
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E2.Washtenaw County Treasurer’s Office Financial Hardship Extension Policy 
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E3. Washtenaw County Financial Hardship Exemption Application 
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E4. Washtenaw County Application for Deferment of Taxes 
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E5. Washtenaw County Principal Residence Brochure 
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E6.Washtenaw County “Beware of Wolves” Brochure 
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E7. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Assessment Tool 
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E8. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Loan Policy 
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E9. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Applicant Screening    
and Loan Process 
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E10. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Orientation 
Materials 
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E11. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Application 
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E12. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Loan Discharge 
Procedures 
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E13. Housing Bureau for Seniors Property Tax Foreclosure Prevention Lien Subordination 
Policy

 
 


