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Highland Park Human Rights Coalition

HIGHLAND PARK WATER CRISIS

Information Sheet
What is the Highland Park Water Crisis?
For the past several years in the city of Highland Park, thousands of residents and small businesses have had their water shut-off or have been threatened with water shut-off notices because they are unable to pay their exorbitantly high water and sewage bills. This situation has put many residents at risk of losing their home or children. In particular, many low-income seniors have had their water bills attached to their home property taxes as a lien. If this large bill—often thousands of dollars—is not paid, the home can be foreclosed upon and the senior can lose his or her home. For parents receiving Family Independence Agency assistance for their children, having no water in the home is cause for removal of the children.

The typical bill for most households is several hundred dollars every three months—far higher than the average national cost (see note below
). However, because of extensive billing delays by Highland Park financial managers, residents have been receiving water bills every six to nine months. Water bills recipients are then expected to pay these huge “estimate” water bills—again, often thousands of dollars—within a few days or risk shut-off. Furthermore, city clerks will not allow residents to make partial payments or payment arrangements, and repeatedly have been disrespectful and rude to these customers.

Small business owners have also been put at risk with the outrageous cost of water in Highland Park. Several businesses have been forced to close because the owners could no longer afford the cost of water, even if only for a small bathroom. 

What is the Highland Park Human Rights Coalition?

The Highland Park Human Rights Coalition (HPHRC) is a large and open group of Highland Park residents, small business owners, and other local supporters who are concerned about the high water and sewage rates. The Coalition believes that water is a human right and no one, especially seniors and children, should be without water. Furthermore, the Coalition believes local officials should ensure that water rates are affordable and based upon a household’s ability to pay.

What is the Highland Park Human Rights Coalition doing to stop this attack against local residents and businesses?
Formed in early 2003, the HPHRC meets to discuss the local situation and develop plans of action to address the water bill problems. The Coalition has also been going door-to-door in neighborhoods across Highland Park to meet with residents and discuss their water bill situation. They have also organized citizen meetings with City Council and administrative officials, hosted several informational pickets and free BBQs at the Highland Park Municipal Building parking lot, broadcast a community town hall water meeting on WHPR, held a public question and answer forum with City Council candidates, went to Lansing to meet with our State representatives, met locally with Governor Granholm’s southeast Michigan staff, and have discussed our concerns with many other local politicians and staff about the water crisis. The Highland Park Human Rights Coalition is also working with statewide, national, and international organizations to bring attention to this water crisis—especially since Michigan is surrounded by 20% of the world’s fresh water! In 2004, the Coalition drafted a resolution to the City Council in support of a moratorium against water shut-offs until there is a full investigation of the water billing problems. 

What has been the response of local officials to this water crisis?

The Coalition and many other local residents and supporters have met several times with current and former Highland Park City Council members and administrative officials. The former emergency financial manager and her consultants were unsympathetic to these concerns and did little to address the situation. In addition, former mayor, Titus McClary, has told Coalition members that he ‘did not want to hear any more about this problem!’ Former State appointed Financial Manager, Ramona Pierson, told Highland Park residents that she is not accountable to anyone but the Governor! These types of responses are unacceptable and are an insult to the hard working people of Highland Park.

In December 2003, staff from the Governor’s office met with residents at Highland Park High School but nothing was offered from the State to assist residents with their water bill problems. In February 2004, the Governor met with residents to discuss the water crisis and other Highland Park problems. 

Currently, HPHRC members are investigating the excessive loans that the former City managers took out for the City. We are also continuing to fight for water rate affordability for all residents, and linking up this human rights struggle with other communities and organizations.

For more information, please contact:

Marian Kramer, Chair, Highland Park Human Rights Coalition (313) 964-0618
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* Note:  According to a survey cited by the Environmental Protection Agency, the average annual household cost for water and sewer in the U.S. is $474. Highland Park residents pay nearly four times this amount! (http://www.epa.gov/ow/infrastructure/pricing/index.htm) 
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