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Advocacy at Mackinac



The Center for Economic Accountability



CEA Vision

“Our vision is of economic opportunity 
for all, where state and local 
economic development subsidies and 
incentives no longer enrich private 
entities and empower government 
officials at public expense.”



CEA Mission

“Our mission is to ensure Americans 
have all the information they need 
to demand meaningful transparency, 
accountability and reform of wasteful 
economic development subsidies and 
incentives in their local communities.”



An Economic Development Primer

• Tax Credits
• Refundable vs. 

Nonrefundable

• Income Tax Capture

• Direct Subsidies

• Low-Cost Loans

• Loan Guarantees

• Free/Low-Cost Land

• Eminent Domain

• Workforce Programs

• Infrastructure 
Improvements

• Planning & Zoning 
Variances

• Tax Increment Finance 
Districts

• Transparency Agreements

• Helipads
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Nashville



Amazon’s Nashville Deal

•$105 million from state and city
•$65M cash from state

•$15M cash from city

•5,000 jobs

•Average $150,000 salary



Amazon’s Nashville Deal

•Unemployment: 2.3 percent

•1.037 million in labor force

•24,200 unemployed individuals



Amazon’s Nashville Deal

•2014 job creation: 24,329

•2015 job creation: 35,063

•2016 job creation: 41,705

•2017 job creation: 29,438

•2018 job creation: 21,572
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Truth #1

Economic development deals 
don’t exist to create jobs; they 
exist to make voters believe 
that politicians are responsible 
for creating jobs.



New York City



Amazon NYC Deal Details

• State overrides NYC land use process

• City moves existing municipal works operations

• Helipad!

• $897 million from workforce program

• $386 million from brownfield program

• $505 million capital grant

• $1.2 billion in per-job tax credits

• Total: $3 billion, or $48,000 per job.

• (Also: Opportunity Zone, with capital gains tax implications)







Amazon & HQ2 “but for”

Q: “What role did economic incentives 
play in Amazon picking these locations?”

A: “Economic incentives were one factor 
in our decision—but attracting top talent 
was the leading driver.”



The “But For” Argument

“For a typical state and local incentive package, in only 2 

percent to 25 percent of the incented projects is the 

incentive decisive in tipping a location, expansion, or job 

retention decision towards that state or local area. In the 

other 75 percent to 98 percent of the time, the same 

decision would have been made without the 

incentive”

- Timothy Bartik, W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research



Truth #2

Economic development deals 
usually go to companies that 
were going to do the exact 
same thing regardless.



Detroit



Michigan’s New Law

Transformational Brownfield Program
• Construction worker income tax capture

• Construction materials sales and use tax exemptions

• Post-construction income tax capture for residents

• Post-construction withholding tax capture for workers



Construction worker taxes

MEDC Transformational Brownfield Plan Guidelines (10/17):

“Funds equal to the amount of income tax levied 
and imposed on a calendar year on wages paid to 
individuals physically present and working within 
the eligible property for the construction, 
renovation or other improvement of eligible 
property that is an eligible activity within the TBP.”



Detroit’s Deals

• 94 deals signed 2015-2018

• Total city tax abatement of $116,819,829

• Total combined tax abatement of $232,450,771

• Total proposed jobs: 7,279

•Detroit subsidy per job: $16,049

•Total subsidy per job: $31,934



“Job creation” at what cost?

MI Business Development Program FY2012-16

$156,777,016 in payouts 
÷

17,913 jobs
=

$8,752.14 per job



Michigan’s job market, 2012-2016

381,820 growth in employment

17,913 jobs subsidized by 
MBDP

$157 million to support just 

4.7% 
of the state’s new jobs

Organic jobs Subsidized jobs
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The revolving door of “goodwill”

Doug Rothwell

➢ 1993-2003: President & CEO, MEDC

➢ 2003-2005: Executive Director, Worldwide Real Estate, GM

➢ 2005-Today: President, Business Leaders for Michigan

➢ 2010-2018: Chairman, MEDC





Truth #3

Economic development deals 
cost communities more than 
they’re worth.



The Ferguson Lesson
$11 million annual municipal budget
• Emerson Electric: $68,000 in property taxes on 152 acre campus

• Municipal courts: $2.5 million in fees and fines

“Ferguson’s law enforcement practices are shaped by the City’s focus 
on revenue rather than by public safety needs. This emphasis on 
revenue has compromised the institutional character of Ferguson’s 
police department, contributing to a pattern of unconstitutional 
policing, and has also shaped its municipal court, leading to 
procedures that raise due process concerns and inflict unnecessary 
harm on members of the Ferguson community.” 

– US Department of Justice report, 2015



“…[T]he best case is that 
incentives work about 10% 
of the time, and are simply 
a waste of money the other 
90%.”

- Peter Fisher, U of Iowa & Alan Peters, U of New South Wales, in the 

Journal of the American Planning Association



So what does work?

• Free, fair & open economy

• It’s not right vs. left, it’s “us” vs “them.”

• If you must do economic development incentives:
• Transparent & accountable
• Independent third-party review
• Don’t touch education funding
• Focus on companies:

• Growing local operations
• Selling out of market
• Employing previously-unemployed, low-skilled local workers



Thank you.

john@EconomicAccountability.org

(313) 460-7441

@johnmoz / @AccountableEcon


