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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Michigan’s roads are bad, getting worse, and the state should spend more to fix them. Michigan residents 
agree on that much. But Michigan is divided on how much more the state should spend and where that mon-
ey should come from.

Using large-scale formal polling, informal online surveys, and live surveys at three regional conferences, the 
Center for Michigan convened more than 3,200 Michigan residents in April 2019 to identify public priorities for 
dealing with Michigan’s road crisis.

Four points of broad consensus emerged: 

Three-quarters of state residents say Michigan’s roads are in poor or terrible condition. Data from road 
quality experts support the public’s perception. Michigan’s roads received a D- from the American Society of 
Civil Engineers, and almost 80 percent of roads are considered to be in fair to poor condition by Michigan’s 
Department of Transportation.1,2

Two-thirds say Michigan road conditions are getting worse. Road quality has degraded steadily since 
2015, according to the Michigan Department of Transportation.3 Experts anticipate the roads will continue this 
downward spiral without a major spending increase of $2.5 billion annually.4

More than three-quarters say the state should spend an additional $1 billion or more each year to fix 
Michigan roads. Only one in three support spending the full $2 billion or more per year that experts recom-
mend to fully fix Michigan’s roads system and sustain it in good condition.

A slim majority of residents are willing to pay at least $100 more per year to fund road repairs. 

Beyond these four conclusions, there is no public consensus about how to fix the roads. Despite public sup-
port for some increased road investment, seven specific options for doing so all lack majority public support. 
Indeed, majorities of Michigan residents polled for this report individually judged all seven options to be “bad 
ideas.”

The Center conducted this campaign in response to mounting public pressure for Michigan’s policymakers 
to find a lasting solution to the state’s deteriorating roadways. We are releasing Fixing Michigan’s Road Mess: 
The Unclear Path Ahead, our eighth Citizen’s Agenda, to inject citizen sentiment into this ongoing debate.
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THE MANDATE

Governor Whitmer swept into Lansing in early 2019 vowing to “fix the damn roads.” Michigan residents yell it 
with her. Overwhelmingly, they think the roads are bad, getting worse, and the state should increase spending 
to fix all of them. 

A demographically representative poll by the Center for Michigan in April 2019 found that a strong majority of 
state residents feel Michigan roads are in either poor or terrible condition – and getting worse.*

In general, do you think Michigan roads are in...

Thinking about roads in your area over the last year, do you think road conditions are...

Good Condition (4%)

Fair Condition

Poor Condition

Terrible Condition

Getting a little better

The same as ever

Getting a lot worse Getting a lot better (3%)

Great Condition (2%)

Getting a little worse

20%

41%

33%

12%

22%

35%

28%

3

* The Center for Michigan gathered citizen input through live polling at three regional conferences, informal online polling, 
and a formal poll administered by Public Sector Consultants (PSC). The data discussed in the body of this report and repre-
sented graphically come from the demographically representative, statistically significant poll administered by PSC. Quotes 
from Michigan residents were gathered at in-person events or were submitted via email and are used to illustrate public 
sentiment identified in the formal polling. For a complete data set for all three engagement strategies, refer to page 12.

Margin of error: +/- 2.2%
Confidence level: 95%

Margin of error: +/- 2.2%
Confidence level: 95%



Expert analysis backs up public sentiment. About 80 percent of roads across Michigan are in fair or poor con-
dition, according to state data. To reach Michigan’s goal of having 90 percent of roads in good/fair condition, 
experts estimate the state needs an additional $2 billion to $2.5 billion more in annual road funding – even on 
top of pending road funding increases passed in 2015.6

Given all of this, it should come as no surprise that fewer than one percent of participants in this public en-
gagement campaign think Michigan’s roads are already fine and in no need of urgent repair.

Poll results also found truth in the adage that residents don’t want all roads fixed – they want their road fixed. 
Almost half of respondents said that Michigan should repair all of the roads, and more than a third said they 
want their local (city/village/county) roads fixed first. State highways were the lowest priority, despite the fact 
state highways carry more than half of Michigan’s passenger traffic and roughly three quarters of commercial 
and trucking traffic.7

Which roads do you think are in the worst condition and most urgently need repair?

Michigan residents are partially willing to put their tax money where their mouths are to drive on better roads. 
Nearly eight in ten said Michigan should increase roads spending by at least $1 billion more per year. But few-
er than two in ten want the state to spend the full $2.5 billion more per year experts recommend.9

How much should Michigan spend on roads and Bridges each year?

Major highways (like I-94, I-75, or U.S. 131)

State highways (like M-59, M-66, or M-72)

County roads

City/village roads

All of them - 49%

None of them. Michigan’s roads are fine. (1%)

8%
6%

14%

22%

49%

Less than now (3%)

The same as now

$1 billion more per year

$2 billion more per year

$2.5 billion more per year

19%

46%

15%

17%
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“We need to start investing in ourselves or people won’t invest in us.” 
– Dan Gilmartin, Executive Director & CEO of the Michigan Municipal League

A slim majority is willing to fork over additional money from their own wallets for better roads. 

How much are you personally willing to pay to improve Michigan roads and bridges each year?

To raise or redistribute?

There is a consensus that the roads need repairs, but not on how the state should pay for them.

Poll results indicate some momentum for generalized ideological paths forward, such as cutting spending or 
increasing taxes, but approval comes crashing down when residents are presented with the specific ideas 
currently being discussed by experts and policymakers.

To assess public support for the menu of road funding options, the Center for Michigan used a before-and-af-
ter approach. We first asked poll respondents to weigh in on policy ideas without background information. 
Cutting government spending and redirecting the savings towards roads was the most popular choice fol-
lowed by some form of tax increase. 

After considering all these options individually, which do you believe is the best option to fund Michi-
gan’s long-term road repairs and maintenance?

Major highways (like I-94, I-75, or U.S. 131)

State highways (like M-59, M-66, or M-72)

13%

36%

35%

9%

7%

Less than now

The same as now

$100 more per year

$200 more per year

$300 more per year

12%

9%

9%

7%

44%

10%

8%

Increase the gasoline tax

Increase the sales tax

Implement a mileage-based user fee

Increase the vehicle registration fee

Cut other state government spending 
and use the savings for roads

Borrow money through bonds that must 
be paid back with interest

None of the above. Michigan shouldn’t 
spend more on roads
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We then presented poll respondents with pros and cons for the various options. After consideration of pros 
and cons, support for cutting other government spending dropped somewhat while support for some form of 
tax increase rose slightly.

The expert consensus is Michigan needs to spend $2 billion more per year to repair and maintain it’s 
roads and bridges in good condition. To pay for repair and maintenance, which option seems best to 
you?

Little Appetite for Lansing’s Ideas

At present, no policymaker in Lansing can claim their specific path forward has a groundswell of public sup-
port.

Currently, raising Michigan’s gasoline tax is the highest profile option. It’s the method Governor Whitmer 
advocates to “fix the damn roads.” In her March 2019 budget proposal, the governor presented a 45-cent tax 
increase phased in over 18 months.9

The Michigan Consensus Policy Project, a bipartisan group of former legislators working to propose policy 
solutions to vexing Michigan issues, also proposed a gasoline tax increase (50 cents phased in over 10 years) 
in early 2019. (Disclosure: The Center for Michigan launched the Michigan Consensus Policy Project, but the 
Center conducted this public engagement campaign on Michigan road conditions independent of the Policy 
Project. This campaign specifically did not, in any way, advocate for the Policy Project’s ideas. Instead this 
campaign sought to conduct an independent public test of a wide range of road funding ideas.)

Deputy State Treasurer Jeff Guilfoyle conceded at a Center for Michigan Roads Solutions Summit in Lansing 
that “nobody wants to pay 45 cents more a gallon…But, the reality is, if you don’t raise that much money the 
roads get worse. If you raise a lesser amount of money you are slowing the rate of decline of the roads, which 
has some merit, but you aren’t making the roads better.” 

He’s right – the idea isn’t popular. 

Three out of four poll respondents said a gasoline tax increase was a bad idea. Recent polling from the Lan-
sing-based Marketing Resource Group found the same percentage of voters oppose Governor Whitmer’s 
45-cent gas tax hike specifically. This congruence suggests opposition may be tied to the policy, not just the 
price tag.10

“A user fee seems like an unfair tax on the poor,” one participant said during the Center’s campaign.

Increase the gasoline tax

Increase the sales tax

Implement a mileage-based user fee

Increase the vehicle registration fee

Cut other state government spending 
and use the savings for roads

Borrow money through bonds that must 
be paid back with interest

None of the above. Michigan shouldn’t 
spend more on roads

14%

17%

9%

10%

33%

10%

8%
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Others echoed similar concerns, with one telling the Center that “while the gasoline tax seems to be the best 
of the options proposed, I am concerned that it will affect low-income folks disproportionately because they 
tend to drive older, less fuel-efficient vehicles, and many live in rural areas where they have to drive longer 
distances for work, groceries, etcetera.”

Other tax increases and bonding were similarly unpopular.

Michigan Speaker of the House Lee Chatfield (R-Levering) proposes redistributing revenues from sales tax on 
gasoline from schools to the roads. This proposal doesn’t have broad public support, either.

“Schools will all lose,” said one in-person participant, “Not just under-performing schools, [but all schools] 
were the state to now take school funding out of the current gas tax revenue.”

Despite the fact residents do not widely approve of any particular funding plan, they won’t be pleased if state 
leaders kick the can down the road.

Michigan Senate Majority Leader Mike Shirkey (R-Clarklake) proposes waiting until the road funding package 
passed in 2015 is fully phased in before making any additional funding alterations. Sixty-five percent of resi-
dents polled by the Center disapproved of this idea. Michiganders demand action now.

Support for blending several approaches was shared with the Center by multiple participants. Some suggest-
ed several small tax increases, while others advocated for a combination of reallocation and increased taxa-
tion. 

“As I was reading possible solutions,” an online participant wrote, “I could see an approach of combining two 
or three of the options that were given as the best way to treat our road funding shortage.”

Indeed, when the Center for Michigan surveyed Michigan residents in 2018 on what they wanted from state 
leaders the number one priority was a solution to hyper-partisanship.11 In this way, a blended funding model 
offers policymakers the opportunity to address two of the electorate’s highest priorities - busting gridlock and 
filling potholes - in one fell swoop.

“We need to stop the political bickering and focus on a bipartisan plan,” one campaign participant advised. 
“Potholes don’t care if you’re a Republican or a Democrat.”

Implement a mileage-based user fee

Increase the vehicle registration fee

6 7



RESIDENTS WEIGH IN

Increasing the gas tax is a... Increasing sales tax is a...

Implementing a two-cent per mile fee is a... Increasing the vehicle registration fee is a...

A ‘wait-and-see’ strategy is a... Diverting gasoline sales tax from schools is a...

Issuing bonds to be paid back later with interest is a...

Good idea

Bad idea

26%

74%

36%

64%

27%

73%

24%

76%

36%

64%

25%

75%

32%

68%
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EXPERT CONSENSUS

A problem too big to ignore 

There is no getting around it: Michigan’s roads are in dire need of repair. Michigan can spend a lot of mon-
ey and fix the problem now, or it can spend much more down the road. Fixing the roads is vital to continue 
growing Michigan’s economy, but a lack of public trust in government will make implementing reforms more 
difficult.

That’s the consensus from road experts across the state and across the political aisle who participated in the 
Center for Michigan’s regional conferences in April 2019. These half-day policy conferences, called Solutions 
Summits, brought together road experts in Detroit, Lansing, and Grand Rapids to discuss the scale of Michi-
gan’s road problems, and how we can solve them. 

Road repairs cost money – a lot of money

Citing the state’s rank as lowest in the Midwest in per-capita infrastructure spending, leaders pointed to lack 
of funding as the root cause of Michigan’s crumbling roads.

“We have reports, upon reports, upon reports sitting on shelves all across town that talk about the need, and 
they all come to the same conclusion: we need more money,” said Mike Nystrom, Executive Vice President 
and Secretary of the Michigan Infrastructure and Transportation Association. 

“We have to rebuild our foundation,” Nystrom continued. “We have to be willing to reinvest in ourselves here 
in Michigan and be willing to do so at a level that actually matters.”

Michigan needs “to start investing in ourselves or people won’t invest in us,” concurred Dan Gilmartin, Execu-
tive Director and CEO of the Michigan Municipal League.

Panelists also emphasized the importance of addressing the issue sooner rather than later. Their urgency is 
supported by a range of studies that show deferred road maintenance results in considerable increases in 
overall cost.12

“Something has to happen because if we continue to disinvest, the roads only get worse, the cost only goes 
up. We need to do something today to stave off more long-term, higher costs,” added Judd Herzer, an infra-
structure policy advisor to Gov. Gretchen Whitmer.

Local funding tight

City and county leaders highlighted the role funding distribution plays in the state’s road woes.

While 40 percent of the state’s lane miles fall under the jurisdiction of counties or municipalities, leaders of lo-
cal government indicated they receive less than ample road funding under the state’s current fund distribution 
system. 

“[Last year] we filled 5,000 potholes ... That is the biggest, ultimate band-aid,” said Andy Schor, Mayor of the 
City of Lansing. “I can do 5 or 6 major roads but I can’t really do anything more than that, and I can do 5,000 
potholes. That’s the hard reality.” 

Craig Bryson, Senior Communications Manager for the Road Commission of Oakland County, expressed 
similar concerns. “The need is tremendous,” for completing all of the county’s road-repairs, he said, and the 
commission’s budget doesn’t even come close. 

Good idea

Bad idea
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Roads critical to state’s economic success

Poor roads impact the bottom line of businesses transporting goods throughout the state. “We need to be 
able to compete with the rest of the world,” said Josh Lunger, Senior Director of Government Affairs at the 
Grand Rapids Chamber. “I hear from enough diverse companies from the across the region to know that we 
can do better, and we should do better.” 

Eric Lupher, President of the nonpartisan Citizens Research Council of Michigan, echoed this concern. He 
pointed out that produce moved across the state by Michigan’s farmers becomes damaged when driven 
along bumpy roads. These losses drive up the cost of food for state residents. “We need to get [residents] to 
understand they are already paying [the cost],” Lupher said. “We just have to repay it the right way.”

Low public trust a roadblock

Finding the “right” way to foot the bill will likely be a challenge, said Christopher Douglas, Associate Professor 
of Economics at the University of Michigan-Flint. According to him, residents are wary of a new tax after being 
told the 2015 fuel tax increase is “not enough.”

“For those reasons I’m not sure they’ll want to pay the 250 bucks,” he said. 

State Representative Jeff Yaroch (R-Richmond) shared similar concerns about the impact of waning public 
trust, which is at historically low levels.13 “I don’t trust our state government, and I’m [in the Legislature],” 
said Yaroch. “This is not a Republican or Democratic thing. Until we give the taxpayers evidence we’re doing 
things right, I don’t think they’ll want to give us more money.” 
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MISGIVINGS

Public discussions at Center for Michigan roads policy conferences and comments submitted by online par-
ticipants indicate trepidation that additional road funding, no matter the source, will not be spent effectively.

These misgivings are not tied to any specific proposal, making them roadblocks to any funding plan. The pub-
lic is not keen to approve additional funding from any source if they don’t think it will result in better roads.  

Quality Control

One concern was a lack of quality control in the construction and maintenance of the roads. Many partici-
pants believe the roads are poorly built in the first place, leading to expensive reconstruction projects. As one 
participant put it, “too often the reconstructions fail in an unacceptably short period of time and the contrac-
tors are not held to account. We taxpayers then foot the bill and have to endure the delays of construction a 
second time.” Another common maintenance concern was that the state’s high weight limits for trucks short-
en road lifespans by exposing Michigan roadways to undue stress.

Money Mismanagement

Participants raised concern about how tax dollars are allocated and spent when it comes to Michigan’s roads. 
Numerous respondents voiced a lack of trust in Michigan’s government to be transparent about how revenue 
raised through tax or fee increases would be spent, and whether that money would truly be earmarked for 
road repairs and maintenance. Many also feel that Michigan’s system for sharing road repair revenues with 
local governments is “antiquated” and is “no longer the best way to distribute funds.” They encouraged the 
state to couple distribution reform with any revenue overhaul. 

“My concern is that we’ll end up with a political compromise rather than a real 
fix.” 

– Julie Metty Bennett, Senior Vice President at Public Sector Consultants
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METHODOLOGY AND DEMOGRAPHICS

In April 2019, the Center for Michigan led a solutions-oriented, statewide campaign to collect data and ideas 
from Michigan residents on what policy/policies the state should implement to fund road repairs and mainte-
nance. This campaign was launched because of expert and citizen concern. This report contains the data and 
comments that relay those hopes, concerns and proposed solutions for how to finally “fix the damn roads.”  

In total, 4,165 citizens participated in this campaign, from April 5 - April 30, 2019. Methods of engagement 
included the following:

• Solutions Summits: 224 residents participated in three half-day policy conferences 
• Fixing Michigan’s Roads Online Poll (PSC-administered): 2,000 residents participated in an online poll 

conducted by Public Sector Consultants from April 22 - April 30, 2019
• Fixing Michigan’s Roads Online Poll (CFM-administered): 997 residents participated in an online Survey-

Monkey poll, administered by the Center for Michigan, from April 5 - April 26, 2019
• Facebook Live Streaming of our Solutions Summits: 944 people engaged online with the live stream of our 

Solutions Summits  

Methodology

Solutions Summits 

Half-day policy conferences, called Solutions Summits, were held in Detroit, Lansing, and Grand Rapids 
during April 2019. Free and open to the public, these Summits were designed to gather public input on what 
strategies might be implemented to best fund Michigan’s roads. Each participant received our “Potholed” 
issue guide, a booklet which provided nonpartisan, professionally researched background information, sta-
tistics, and pro/con information about potential solutions. The issue guide was developed by the Center for 
Michigan’s public engagement team. The summits opened with two 30-minute panels of experts discuss-
ing two main topics: “Impact Investing: Why Road Funding Matters More than You Think,” and “Filling the 
Funding Potholes: How to Close Michigan’s Road Finance Gap.” Afterward, attendees were asked 14 multi-
ple-choice questions about solutions to fixing and funding Michigan’s roads and were given the opportunity to 
share their thoughts during an open discussion guided by five prompts related to the previous 14 questions. 
Participants were also asked to answer five demographic questions. Where common themes emerged in both 
the quantitative and qualitative data, we shared the findings in this report. 

Fixing Michigan’s Roads Online Poll - Public Sector Consultants

The Center for Michigan hired Public Sector Consultants, a nonpartisan, policy consulting firm, to administer 
an online poll to gather Michigan residents’ input on fixing Michigan’s roads. All 19 multiple choice questions 
(14 roads-related and 5 demographic) that were asked at the Solutions Summits were asked of these online 
poll participants. This poll was administered from April 22—April 30, 2019, to 2,000 demographically repre-
sentative Michigan adults. The poll has an overall margin of error at +/- 2.2 percent at a 95 percent confidence 
level. 

Fixing Michigan’s Roads Online Poll 

The Center for Michigan also administered an online poll using SurveyMonkey to gather Michigan residents’ 
input on fixing Michigan’s roads. All 19 multiple choice questions that were asked at the Solutions Summits 
and in the online poll conducted by Public Sector Consultants were asked of these online poll participants. 
This poll was available online to the general public from April 5—26, 2019 and was promoted to Bridge Mag-
azine’s subscribers via email and during each Facebook Live event. The poll received 997 responses, with 
many respondents submitting additional comments and solutions to Center staff. Where common themes 
emerged in both the quantitative and qualitative data, we shared the findings in this report. 
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Demographics

AGE CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
17 or younger 2% 0% 0%
18-24 1% 0% 13%
25-34 7% 3% 17%
35-44 11% 7% 16%
45-54 16% 11% 15%
55-64 21% 28% 19%
65-74 29% 39% 15%
75 or older 11% 11% 6%

RACE CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
African American/Black 8% 1% 16%
American Indian 1% 1% 1%
Arab American 1% 0% 1%
Asian American 1% 0% 3%
Caucasian/White 84% 93% 69%
Hispanic/Latino 2% 1% 6%
Multiracial 4% 3% 3%

HOUSEHOLD INCOME CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Less than $21,199 4% 5% 19%
$21,200-$40,099 6% 13% 19%
$40,100-$50,799 8% 11% 12%
$58,000-$63,199 6% 11% 14%
$63,200-$100,599 27% 28% 19%
$100,600-$179-999 30% 22% 13%
$180,000 or more 18% 10% 4%

GENDER CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Male 61% 57% 50%
Female 38% 42% 50%
Transgender/non-conforming 1% 1% 1%

13
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REGION CONFERENCE 
PARTICIPANTS

ONLINE 
POLLING

FORMAL 
POLLING

1 0% 4% 3%
2 2% 15% 5%
3 15% 11% 12%
4 30% 8% 9%
5 2% 9% 9%
6 23% 14% 9%
7 28% 35% 50%
8 0% 3% 2%

Polling Questions and Participant Responses

In order to ensure our data was truly representative of Michigan’s population, the Center took a blended 
approach to gather public input, combining online polling with in-person policy conferences. Solutions Sum-
mits provided robust dialogue as well as quantitative data, which was also captured in our online survey. 
Structured online polling, administered by Public Sector Consultants, provided statistical validity and ensured 
that our data is not influenced by self-selection bias. Polling data collected by Public Sector Consultants was 
representative of population estimates for Michigan from the 2010 U.S. Census and three-year estimates from 
the American Community Survey. 

Aggregate responses from each platform for every polling question is provided below. 

In general, do you think Michigan roads are in...

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Great condition 1% 0% 2%
Good condition 1% 2% 4%
Fair condition 22% 19% 20%
Poor condition 44% 44% 41%
Terrible condition 31% 36% 33%

Thinking about roads in your area over the last year, do you think road conditions are...

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
The same as ever 11% 9% 12%
Getting a lot better 2% 1% 3%
Getting a little better 18% 17% 22%
Getting a little worse 41% 38% 35%
Getting a lot worse 29% 35% 28%
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Please read the following list of types of roads. Which roads do you think are in the worst condition 
and most urgently need repair?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Major highways (like I-94, I-75, US-131) 8% 7% 8%
State highways like (M-59, M-66, M-72) 5% 7% 6%
County roads 19% 20% 14%
City/Village roads 31% 19% 22%
All of them 37% 46% 49%
None of them. Mich. roads are fine 0% 1% 1%

How much should Michigan spend on roads and bridges each year?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Less than now 2% 2% 3%
The same as now 3% 10% 19%
$1 billion more per year 14% 29% 46%
$2 billion more per year 27% 30% 15%
$2.5 billion more per year 53% 29% 17%

How much are you personally willing to pay to improve Michigan roads and bridges each year?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Less than now 3% 5% 13%
The same as now 4% 21% 36%
$100 more per year 16% 29% 35%
$200 more per year 26% 23% 9%
$300 more per year 52% 22% 7%

The expert consensus is Michigan needs to spend $2 billion more per year to repair and maintain its 
roads and bridges in good condition. To pay for repair and maintenance, which option seems best to 
you?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Increase the gasoline tax 49% 29% 12%
Increase the sales tax 9% 15% 9%
Implement a mileage-baed user fee 16% 12% 9%
Cut other state government spending 
and use the savings for roads

15% 26% 44%

Borrow money through bonds that must 
be paid back with interest

6% 8% 10%

None of the above. Michigan shouldn’t 
spend more on roads

1% 5% 8%
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One option for covering Michigan’s $2 billion road funding gap is a gasoline tax increase. It could cost 
the average driver $300 more per year, but eventually save drivers from some car repair costs caused 
by poor road conditions. But gasoline taxes are becoming less effective as a long-term solution as 
vehicles become more energy efficient. With that information, do you think increasing the gasoline tax 
is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 73% 40% 26%
Bad idea 27% 60% 74%

Another option to raise $2 billion more for roads is a two-cent fee on each mile driven. This would 
cost the average Michigan driver $300 per year but may eventually save drivers from some car repair 
costs caused by poor road condition. Some states are experimenting with mileage-based user fee pilot 
programs. But the technology hasn’t yet been implemented on a statewide level. With that information, 
do you think a two cent-per-mile-driven user fee is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and 
maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 31% 29% 27%
Bad idea 69% 71% 73%

Another option to raise $1.5 billion more for roads is to increase the state sales tax from 6 percent to 7 
percent. Consumers would pay more for daily purchases of many goods. This could prove to be a more 
stable revenue source than gasoline over time as vehicles become more energy efficient. It, too, might 
eventually save drivers from some car repair costs caused by poor road conditions. But Michigan 
voters turned down a sales tax increase for roads five years ago. With that information, do you think 
increasing the sales tax is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 45% 42% 36%
Bad idea 55% 58% 64%

Another option to raise $2 billion more for roads is to double state vehicle registration fees. Drivers 
now pay $36 to $178 or more per year in registration fees based on the list price of their vehicles. Like 
other options, this could fully fund Michigan road repairs and eventually save on some car repair costs. 
However, drivers would have to pay the increased registration fees in one lump sum each year instead 
of the incremental small payments of gasoline or sales taxes. With that information, do you think the 
registration fee increase is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 29% 23% 24%
Bad idea 71% 77% 76%

The Michigan Legislature approved $1.2 billion in additional road funding five years ago, but experts 
still say the state has a $2 billion road funding gap. Some legislative leaders now favor a wait-and-see 
approach as the 2015 road funding increase is fully implemented. This option may be taxpayer-friendly 
in the short term but not the long term due to increased repair costs from additional deferred mainte-
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nance. With that information, do you think the wait-and-see approach is a good idea or a bad idea to 
pay for road repair and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 11% 20% 36%
Bad idea 90% 80% 64%

Some legislative leaders want to redirect $1 billion in gasoline sales taxes that currently fund schools 
to fund road repairs instead. This option may be taxpayer friendly in the short term. However, neglect-
ing full Michigan road repairs now means they’ll cost more later. Moving money from schools to roads 
could intensify problems in under-performing schools. With that information, do you think that redirect-
ing funds from schools is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 20% 21% 25%
Bad idea 80% 79% 75%

As mentioned earlier, Gov. Gretchen Whitmer proposes fixing roads with a major gas tax increase. 
During her campaign last year, she often said that if the Legislature blocked her road funding plan, 
she may seek to issue bonds and borrow money for road repairs. Bonds may work for short-term road 
repairs. However, it would take billions of dollars in borrowing (and potentially cost taxpayers hundreds 
of millions of dollars in interest payments) to fully address Michigan’s road problems. With that infor-
mation, do you think borrowing through bonding is a good idea or a bad idea to pay for road repair and 
maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Good idea 26% 24% 32%
Bad idea 75% 76% 68%

After considering all these options individually, which do you believe is the best option to fund Michi-
gan’s long-term road repairs and maintenance?

CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS ONLINE POLLING FORMAL POLLING
Increase gasoline tax 60% 25% 14%
Increase sales tax 13% 21% 17%
Implement a mileage-based user fee 10% 11% 9%
Increase vehicle registration fee 4% 8% 10%
Cut other state governement spending 
and use the savings for roads

9% 24% 33%

Borrow money through bonds that must 
be paid back with interest

3% 7% 10%

None of the above. Michigan shouldn’t 
spend more on roads

2% 4% 8%
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WHAT YOU CAN DO

Contact Your Leaders

Make your voice heard! Call or write your legislators and urge them to act on the priorities outlined in this 
report, as well as your additional ideas for improving our state. To find the name and contact information for 
your state representative, visit www.house.mi.gov. To find the name and contact information for your state 
senator, visit www.senate.michigan.gov. Your voice matters! 

Sign Up to Receive Bridge Magazine

You can subscribe for free to Bridge Magazine, an online publication of the Center for Michigan. Bridge was 
named the Michigan Press Association “Newspaper of the Year” in each of the last four years and is your 
source for nonpartisan, fact-based journalism about issues important to the future of Michigan. Bridge sub-
scribers receive this in-depth coverage in their email inbox at no cost. Subscribe today at www.bridgemi.com/
subscribe.

Follow Bridge Magazine on Social Media

We constantly update our social media accounts with our latest stories, information about our public engage-
ment activities, and ways you can stay involved in your state. “Like” us on Facebook: www.facebook.com/
bridgemichigan, follow us on Twitter @BridgeMichigan, as well as Instagram, @Bridge.Michigan.

18



THANKS AND CREDITS

Thank you to the following generous 2016-2020 funders of the Center for Michigan’s public engagement pro-
grams and Bridge Magazine journalism:

Alticor/Amway Corporation
Americana Foundation
Bartsch Memorial Trust
Bosch Community Fund
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation
Community Foundation for Southeast Michigan
Consumers Energy Foundation
Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Dominos
DTE Energy Foundation
Essel and Menakka Bailey
Facebook Membership Grant
Flinn Foundation
Fred Keller
Frey Foundation
Glassen Memorial Foundation
Grand Rapids Community Foundation
Herbert H. and Grace A. Dow Foundation
Hudson-Webber Foundation
James and Donna Brooks
Jim S. Gilmore Foundation

John S. and James L. Knight Foundation
Joyce Foundation
Kresge Foundation
Masco Corporation Foundation
McGregor Fund
Meijer Corporation
Michael and Sue Jandernoa
Michigan Association of United Ways
Mosaic Foundation
Philip and Kathleen Power
Philip Miller
Porter Family Foundation
Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. Foundation
Southwest Michigan First
The Power Foundation
Van Dusen Family Fund
Wege Foundation
William Parfet
W.K. Kellogg Foundation
Zero Divide-Renaissance Journalism

More than 3,400 individual Bridge Magazine readers and donors. Thank you!

Credits

Data Collection and Management
Alexandra Schmidt, Jeff Williams of Public Sector Consultants

Staff Facilitators
Alexandra Schmidt, Kathryn Dugal

Polling Consultant
Jeff Williams, Public Sector Consultants

Scribes
Kathryn Dugal, Alexandra Schmidt 

Publications
This report was written by Alexandra Schmidt and Kathryn Dugal. Data analysis by Alexandra Schmidt, Kath-
ryn Dugal, and Public Sector Consultants. Edited by John Bebow. Graphic design by AJ Jones. The 2019 
Road Facts & Issues Guide “Potholed” was written John Bebow and Alexandra Schmidt. Printing of this 
report and Issue Guide by Standard Printing in Ypsilanti, MI.

Photos
Alexandra Schmidt, Kathryn Dugal

19



ABOUT THE CENTER FOR MICHIGAN

The Center for Michigan is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit and nonpartisan think-and-do tank, founded in 2006.

We are Michigan’s leading practitioner of nonpartisan public engagement. We make citizenship interesting, con-
venient, and meaningful though interactive, small-group Community Conversations, large town hall conferences, 
phone polling, and online engagement tools. More than 69,000 residents have engaged with us to date. This bot-
tom-up public engagement can, and does, lead to actual policy change.

We also publish Bridge Magazine, our free online news publication at www.bridgemi.com. Launched in 2011, 
Bridge focuses on the “how” and “why” of Michigan current events. Our differentiated, in-depth, data-driven public 
affairs reporting and watchdogging of the state capitol, education, state economy, environment, urban affairs and 
other policy issues has earned more than 150 state and national journalism awards. More than 1.7 million people 
read Bridge in 2018.

Governance & Staff 
The Center for Michigan was founded in 2006 by retired newspaper publisher Philip Power and is governed by an 
11-member board of directors. The Center is counselled by a venerable bipartisan steering committee of near-
ly two dozen Michigan leaders. A similarly experienced and respected statewide board of advisors provides key 
journalistic guidance to Bridge Magazine. Read more about The Center for Michigan on our website: thecenterfor-
michigan.net/about. Read more about Bridge Magazine at bridgemi.com/about. The Center for Michigan employs 
16 professionals with backgrounds in journalism, public engagement, and public policy. Staff bios are available on 
our websites.

Board of Directors 
The Center is incorporated in Michigan as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation. Its officers and directors are: Philip H. 
Power, Chairman; Kathleen K. Power, Vice President; John Bebow, President and CEO; Loyal A. Eldridge III, Esq., 
Secretary; Karla Campbell, Treasurer; Paula Cunningham, Director; Paul Hillegonds, Director; Michael Jandernoa, 
Director; Dr. Glenda D. Price, Director; Douglas Rothwell, Director; Dr. Marilyn Schlack, Director. 

Steering Committee members
The Center has been fortunate to attract a group of distinguished Michigan residents to serve on its Steering Com-
mittee. They include:

• Richard T. Cole, Chairman Emeritus, Department of Advertising, Public Relations and Retailing, Michigan State 
University and former Chief of Staff to former Michigan Governor James Blanchard

• Paul Courant, Former Provost, University of Michigan Librarian Emeritus
• Paul Dimond, Of Counsel, Miller Canfield
• Elisabeth Gerber, Associate Dean, Ford School of Public Policy, University of Michigan
• Larry Good, Chairman, Corporation for a Skilled Workforce
• Steve Hamp, Chairman, Michigan Education Excellence Foundation and the New Economy Initiative
• Paul Hillegonds, CEO, Michigan Health Endowment Fund; retired Senior Vice President, DTE Energy; former 

President, Detroit Renaissance; and former Speaker, Michigan House of Representatives
• Michael Jandernoa, Managing Partner, Bridge Street Capital
• Tom Lewand, Partner, Bodman LLP. and Economic Development Advisor to Detroit Mayor Michael Duggan
• Anne Mervenne, President, Mervenne & Co. and former Co-Chair, Michigan Political Leadership Program
• William G. Milliken, former Governor of Michigan
• William Parfet, Chairman and CEO of MPI Research
• Milt Rohwer, President Emeritus, The Frey Foundation
• Doug Ross, former State Senator and former Director, Michigan Department of Commerce
• Douglas Rothwell, President and CEO, Business Leaders for Michigan
• Craig Ruff, retired Senior Policy Fellow, Public Sector Consultants, Inc. and former Education Advisor to 

Governor Rick Snyder
• Dr. John A. (“Joe”) Schwarz, former member of Congress and former Michigan State Senator
• Jan Urban-Lurain, President, Spectra Data and Research, Inc. and Senior Advisor, Corporation for a Skilled 

Workforce
• Cynthia Wilbanks, Vice President for Government Relations, University of Michigan

20



NOTES

[1] American Society for Civil Engineers. (2018). Michigan Infrastructure Report Card. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://
www.infrastructurereportcard.org/state-item/michigan/

[2] Michigan Department of Transportation. (n.d.). State of Michigan Road Conditions Dashboard. Retrieved May, 2019, 
from https://www.mcgi.state.mi.us/mitrp/tamcDashboards/reports/pavement/conditions?year=2018&areaType=State&ar
ea=State of Michigan&jurisdictionType=All Roads&reportType=laneMiles.

[3] Hamilton, W. (2019, January). Budget Briefing: Transportation (Untied States, State of Michigan, House Fiscal Agen-
cy). Slide 35. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.house.mi.gov/hfa/PDF/Briefings/MDOT_BudgetBriefing_fy18-19.
pdf

[4] Weiner, S. Evan, et al (2016, November). 21st Century Infrastructure Commission Report (United States, State of 
Michigan, Office of the Governor). PG 69. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdot/21st_
Century_Infrastructure_Commission_Report_640812_7.pdf

[5] Michigan Department of Transportation. (n.d.). State of Michigan Road Conditions Dashboard. Retrieved May, 2019, 
from https://www.mcgi.state.mi.us/mitrp/tamcDashboards/reports/pavement/conditions?year=2018&areaType=State&ar
ea=State of Michigan&jurisdictionType=All Roads&reportType=laneMiles.

[6]  Weiner, S. Evan, et al (2016, November). 21st Century Infrastructure Commission Report (United States, State of 
Michigan, Office of the Governor). PG 69. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdot/21st_
Century_Infrastructure_Commission_Report_640812_7.pdf

[7] Douglas, C. (2019, October 2). Roads in Michigan: Quality, Funding, and Recommendations (Rep.). PG 3. Retrieved 
May, 2019, from The Mackinac Center for Public Policy website: https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2018/s2018-10.pdf

[8] Weiner, S. Evan, et al (2016, November). 21st Century Infrastructure Commission Report (United States, State of 
Michigan, Office of the Governor). PG. 69. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdot/21st_
Century_Infrastructure_Commission_Report_640812_7.pdf

[9] Malewitz, J., & Wilkinson, M. (2019, March 4). Gretchen Whitmer’s plan to fix Michigan roads: Nearly triple gas tax. 
Bridge Magazine. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.bridgemi.com/public-sector/gretchen-whitmers-plan-fix-michi-
gan-roads-nearly-triple-gas-tax

[10]  Marketing Resource Group. (2019, April 17). Gov. Whitmer’s Tax Proposal is in for a Bumpy Ride [Web log post]. 
Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.mrgmi.com/2019/04/gov-whitmers-tax-proposal-is-in-for-a-bumpy-ride/

[11] DeLind, A., & Schmidt, A. (2019, January 29). Michigan’s Moment of Truth: What Michigan residents want now from 
elected leaders (Rep.). Retrieved May, 2019, from The Center for Michigan website: https://www.bridgemi.com/sites/de-
fault/files/TRUTH_TOUR_REPORT.pdf

[12] Weiner, S. Evan, et al (2016, November). 21st Century Infrastructure Commission Report (United States, State of 
Michigan, Office of the Governor). PG 66. Retrieved May, 2019, from https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdot/21st_
Century_Infrastructure_Commission_Report_640812_7.pdf

[13] DeLind, A. (2017, March). Fractured Trust (Rep.). Retrieved May, 2019, from The Center for Michigan website: https://
www.bridgemi.com/sites/default/files/fractured_trust.pdf

21



4100 N Dixboro Rd
Ann Arbor MI 48105

734-769-4625
info@thecenterformichigan.net


