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City of Detroit 
CITY COUNCIL 

LEGISLATIVE POLICY DIVISION 
208 Coleman A. Young Municipal Center  

Detroit, Michigan 48226 
Phone:  (313) 224-4946   Fax:  (313) 224-4336 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
TO:   The Honorable Detroit City Council 
 
FROM: David D. Whitaker, Director 
 Legislative Policy Division Staff 
 
DATE: February 11, 2021 
 
RE: Timeline for Submission of Charter Adoption Ballot Question to City Clerk 
 
 
Council Member Scott Benson asked the Legislative Policy Division (LPD) to provide City 
Council with a report outlining the timeline for submission of the proposed charter for voter 
approval.  There was discussion at City Council’s formal session on Tuesday, February 9, 2021 
of the possibility that the charter adoption question could be on the general election ballot in 
November 2021.  However, as LPD outlines below, the August 3, 2021 primary election is the 
Charter Commission’s last opportunity to put the proposed charter before Detroit voters. 
 
On August 7, 2018, the citizens of Detroit voted in the affirmative on Proposal R, to revise the 
2012 Charter of the City of Detroit, by a vote of 33,272 to 33,088.  The nine-member 2018 
Charter Revision Commission (the Commission) was elected at the general election on 
November 6, 2018, and was sworn in at its first meeting on November 20, 2018.    
 
The revision question was placed on the ballot pursuant to the requirement of section 9-403 of 
the 2012 City Charter, “The question of whether there shall be a general revision of the City 
Charter shall be submitted to the voters of the City of Detroit at the gubernatorial primary of 
2018.”  However, the process is controlled by The Home Rule City Act, Act 279 of 1909, 
specifically section MCL 117.18.  The third paragraph of the section indicates that the proposed 
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revised charter can be submitted to the voters for approval up to three times: 
 

If the charter is rejected 3 times, or if no revised charter is adopted during 3 years 
following the adoption of the proposition to revise, then the charter revision 
commission shall terminate and cease to exist. 
 

Although Detroit voters have not yet been presented with the opportunity to vote to adopt or 
reject a proposed revised charter, the Charter Revision Commission “shall terminate and cease to 
exist” on August 6, 2021 – three years from the “adoption of the proposition to revise.”  As a 
result, the Commission will not have the opportunity to revise and resubmit a proposed charter to 
the voters after the upcoming August 2021 primary election if the electorate considers and rejects 
a proposed revised charter at that election. 
 
The Michigan Home Rule City Act requires that an amendment or revision to a city charter, 
“before its submission to the electors . . . shall be transmitted to the governor of the state” for 
approval.  MCL 117.22.  The established process is that the Attorney General reviews the 
document and advises the Governor with respect to a recommendation for approval.  The 
Commission has been advised by the Attorney General’s office to allow at least 90 days for 
review and comment.  See, 2018 Detroit Charter Revision Commission Flight Plan Timeline, 
attached.  The Attorney General may object to specific provisions in the proposed charter, 
requiring further revision before approval by the Governor.  See, for example, the attached July 
29, 2011, letter from Assistant Attorney General George M. Elworth, who reviewed the proposed 
2012 Charter. 
 
As noted, the next general election in the City is the August 3, 2021 primary election.  State law 
governs local election law, including issues of timing.  MCL 168.646a(2) provides, if a city 
ballot question is to be voted on at a regular election, the ballot wording must be certified to the 
proper local clerk by 4 p.m. on the twefth Tuesday before the election (i.e., 84 days).  It further 
states, that “if the wording is certified to a clerk other than the county clerk, the clerk shall certify 
the ballot wording to the county clerk at least 82 days before the election.”  Id.  The 
Commission’s Timeline indicates the ballot question must be submitted to the City Clerk by 
May 14, 2021.  However, the schedule of 2021 City Election Dates posted by the Michigan 
Secretary of State indicates, “ballot wording of proposals qualified to appear on primary election 
ballot certified to city clerk (168.646a)” is due by 4 p.m., May 11, 2021 – 12 weeks, or 84 days.  
If the City’s Election Commission is also required to review and approve the wording of the 
ballot question, additional time will be required. 
 
The Charter Commission has indicated its intent to send the proposed Charter to the Attorney 
General by February 27, 2021. 
 
Should the Council have further questions in this regard, LPD will respond. 
 
 
Attachments 
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