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The proposed closing of the Secretary of State office at 7200 Lewis Ave, Temperance has residents in heated opposition. This has prompted a political response by State Representative Angerer which is good as far as it goes, but does not go far enough.

House Bill 5686 sponsored by Rep. Angerer would protect the Temperance office from closing by amending the section of the Michigan Vehicle Code that specifies where the Secretary of State (SOS) must maintain offices.

“The bill would require that the Secretary of State maintain any office in existence and operating on December 1, 2009 that was located in a city or township with a population of 10,000 or more.

Currently, Section 205 of the Vehicle Code requires the Secretary of State to maintain an office in the Capitol complex and other places in the state as considered necessary to carry out the powers and duties of the office. The code also requires that at least one office be established in each county. In counties with a population of under 300,000, the code requires one office be established in each city with a population of 10,000 or more, although the city requirement does not apply within a radius of five miles from a county office location, nor to contiguous cities with a combined population of 10,000 or more. This language remains in place. MCL 257.205”  http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/2009-2010/billanalysis/House/pdf/2009-HLA-5686-4.pdf 

Clearly there is no justification for treating a township different from a city. A rose by any other name would smell as sweet. In other words, the form or name of a municipality is irrelevant to the economics of SOS office locations.

Any amendment to the statute, however, should not only protect some SOS offices, such as the Temperance office, but also enable the SOS to close other offices where it does make sense to do so.  In the tough economic times we face in Michigan, we need to look for efficiencies in delivering State government services where we can find them, as no one wants to see our taxes increase. 

The statute as currently written ties the SOS’s hands in many cases from closing some offices where it would make sense to do so.  For example, there are 11 SOS offices within 5 miles from the SOS office at 5094 Schaefer Rd, Dearborn, MI 48126, but in different Detroit suburbs.  SOS Office Locator. (1)

A more sensible decision rule for which offices to close would take into account the costs imposed on the residents living near an office proposed to be closed. This includes the cost to drive to the next closest SOS office. For the Temperance office, the distance to the Monroe SOS office is 12 miles, or a round trip of 24 miles, which would cost $4.80 at $.20 per mile. (2) There were 78,053 transactions completed at the Temperance office in 2009 (down from 85,244 in 2002) (3). 78,053 x $4.80 per trip = $374,654 of increased residents’ costs to save the state less than $60,000. 

Hmm, that does not seem to make economic sense. Taxpayer dollars are taxpayer dollars, whether they are in the hands of the state government or in the pockets of the taxpayers. If we are looking to save taxpayers money, closing the Temperance office does not appear to make economic sense.

Applying similar logic with other SOS offices, however, may result in other SOS offices being closed to save us money. Let’s not tie our government officials’ hands from saving taxpayer money where it makes sense. 

I salute SOS Terri Lynn Land for the cost savings she has achieved in her department, not only for closing some offices but also through better enabling many transactions to be conducted on the Internet, phone or by mail, eliminating the need to even go to an SOS office in most cases. There are types of transactions, however, that do require a visit to the office, such as upon a transfer of vehicle ownership. 

In this case, the economics of the Temperance office do not support her proposal to close the office.

Footnotes:

(1) Not so blatant, but of interest to the north part of the 55th Legislative District, are the SOS offices located at 2720 Washtenaw Rd, Ypsilanti and 295 N Maple Rd, Ann Arbor, 13 miles apart. As in many urban areas, there is bus service between the offices via Ann Arbor Transportation Authority at a cost of $2.50 round trip.  The Ypsilanti SOS office is also 11 miles to the Belleville SOS office.

(2) The marginal cost of driving a vehicle one additional mile includes costs that increase when a vehicle is driven more, such as fuel use and tire wear, and ignore costs, such as insurance and finance costs, that are incurred regardless of how much the vehicle is driven. The specific costs addressed in the study available at http://www.lrrb.org/pdf/200319.pdf were: fuel consumption, routine maintenance, tires, repairs and some depreciation. At $1.50 per gallon, they calculated that personal vehicles average 17.1 cents per mile to operate.  Another study found at http://www.forthgo.com/blog/2007/05/24/marginal-cost-of-driving/ estimated the cost to be $.23 per mile at $3.30 per gallon. I have used $.20 as an educated guess with gas at about $2.65 per gallon. 

Note that this analysis does not factor in the value of one’s time of driving to Monroe, which would likely exceed the transportation costs. For example, if we assumed an additional half hour of time to go to Monroe, times 78,053 transactions, times the $7.40 minimum wage in the state, we would get a whopping $288,795 additional cost. Of course, many people’s time is worth well above the minimum wage.

(3) The numbers of transactions were obtained from the SOS Lansing office on March 4, 2010. The number of transactions may not be exactly the number of trips, as some patrons may have conducted more than one transaction per trip and some may have made trips without being able to complete a transaction.  Neither does this analysis factor into effect that the closure of an office may create a greater incentive to perform transactions online, by phone or by mail, instead of making a trip. Nonetheless, using the number of transactions gives us some metric for analysis which put the relative costs into a numerical perspective.
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