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With ‘age wave’ coming, Washtenaw County
leaders mull new tax for older adult services

Updated: Jun. 07, 2024, 8:17 a.m. | Published: Jun. 07, 2024, 8:10 a.m.

The Washtenaw County Board of Commissioners discuss during a meeting at 220 N. Main St. on Wednesday, Jan.
18, 2023. Sydney Verlinde | MLive.com
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By Lucas Smolcic Larson | Ismolciclarson@mlive.com

WASHTENAW COUNTY, MI — Washtenaw County is one of a handful of Michigan
counties without a dedicated tax supporting services for older adults, but voters may have

the chance to change that at the polls in November.

County leaders are one vote away from placing a new millage that could support senior

nutrition programs, transportation and other wellness services for people over 60 on the

Nov. 5 ballot, generating millions for the growing age group.

“We are experiencing a demographic change like we have never seen before,” county
Commissioner Jason Maciejewski said at the board’s Wednesday, June 5 meeting, where

the body unanimously advanced the tax proposal on first reading.
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Maciejewski should know. The Dexter-area commissioner is the CEO of The Senior

Alliance, an area agency on aging in Wayne County.

Census counts show the population of people over 60, about a fifth of the county, has
eclipsed that of those under 18, and in several decades 1 in every 3 residents will be an
older adult, he said.
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County leaders have seen more than a decade of activism supporting the creation of a
millage, but Washtenaw is still one of the nine counties, out of 83, without one, the

commissioner added.
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In 2020, in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the board declined to advance a

public health and senior services millage proposal advocated by a coalition called Say Yes

to Seniors. Some commissioners cited concerns about the timing and residents’ ability to
afford the tax.

County leaders did dedicate a part of their share of federal COVID relief funds to
organizations serving older adults, distributing some $3.8 million to a variety of groups in
2023.

The tax proposal given preliminary approval on Wednesday would ask voters to endorse
an eight-year, 0.50-mill new tax to address gaps in older adult needs, ranging from health

to education, housing and social stability.

If placed on the ballot and approved it would raise an estimated $11.6 million in its first

year, according to a county memo. It would be equivalent to 50 cents on every $1,000 of

taxable value.

The county’s Commission on Aging, which supports putting the tax before voters,

recommends the money be used in part to open a county “Office of Aging” or “Office of
Longevity” that would handle distribution of the funds to nonprofit and community
groups, oversight of data collection and referral services to county programs benefiting
older adults.

“We're already outstripping our ability to provide services,” Elizabeth Thompson, one of
the Commission on Aging’s members, said Wednesday, urging support for the millage as

the elderly population grows.

Representatives from Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti Meals On Wheels programs, providing
food delivery to homebound older adults, also spoke Wednesday in support of the tax

proposal.

The groups have seen increasing numbers of people at home with limited support outside
of the food delivery initiatives, said Ann Arbor Meals on Wheels Director Courtney

Vanderlaan.

“We are grateful for the opportunity to show up in such tangible and needed ways for our
neighbors and want to be sure we have the support needed to continue showing up for the
growing number of older adults in our community who are counting on us,” Vanderlaan

said.

County leaders were not without reservations about the older adult tax proposal.
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Commissioner Caroline Sanders, representing a district centered on Pittsfield Township,
said she has been concerned about the ability of the very older adults who would be

served by the millage to afford the increase in their property tax bills.

If the county were to ask for another voter-authorized tax, she would prefer it take the
shape of an umbrella millage going to human services, serving a gamut of ages from

youth to seniors, she said.

The tax, if placed on the November ballot, would_join three other county millages, all up

for renewal, including the mental health and public safety tax county leaders have spent

months discussing before finally voting early Thursday to place it on the ballot.

Read more: Voters will decide renewal of Washtenaw County tax for police, mental
health

Ann Arbor Commissioner Yousef Rabhi noted piling on more millages comes with a
burden to taxpayers. While he is supportive of the projects an older adult millage would
fund, Rabhi said he wanted to find more ways to raise revenue that don’t involve taxing

residents.

“It is unaffordable to live in parts of our county, in most of our county,” he said. “I don’t
want to further that cycle by pricing more people out of our community, even if we are

providing good services.”

Both Rabhi and Sanders joined their fellow commissioners in advancing the tax proposal
on Wednesday, but whether it makes the ballot will depend on it second reading during

the board’s next meeting, set for July 10.

With federal funding for older adults in decline, the tax could have a great impact,

Maciejewski said Wednesday.

It could support caregivers, provide door-to-door transportation to medical appointments,
end waitlists for meal programs, allow greater access to end-of-life legal services and offer
sustainable funding to senior centers that are often “Band-Aiding” money together to

cover basics like rent and staff salaries, he said.

There is not enough housing in congregate settings to house the “age wave” that is here

and coming in the future, he added.

“I believe it is incumbent on us to develop more options for people to thrive in the
community that they call home, more opportunities to take advantage of community-

based services and ultimately live healthy, productive lives,” Maciejewski said.
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Want more Ann Arbor-area news? Bookmark the local Ann Arbor news page, the Ypsilanti-area

news page or sign up for the free “3@3 Ann Arbor” daily newsletter.
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