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Bike Path Maintenance: Balancing Service, Cost, and Long-
Term Sustainability

One of the most common questions the Township receives, particularly during the winter
months, relates to bike path maintenance—and specifically why Port Sheldon Township does
not currently clear snow from its bike paths while neighboring communities do. This question
becomes even more important as additional pathways are discussed or planned.

The issue is not a lack of desire to provide the service. Rather, it is a question of long-term
affordability, sustainability, and responsible planning.

Understanding How the Township Is Funded

Port Sheldon Township operates on 1.0 mil of property tax, which represents approximately
2.9% of the total taxes collected from Township residents. This single operating mil funds
every core function of Township government, including:

e Road and facility maintenance

e Building and grounds upkeep

e Administrative services

o Elections

o Public safety coordination and oversight

The remaining taxes collected are passed through the Township to other taxing authorities
such as schools, the county, state education, and voter-approved millages. While these taxes
serve important purposes, they do not directly fund Township operations or services.

This funding structure requires the Township to be especially cautious when considering new
recurring programs or expenses.

Current Bike Path System and Winter Maintenance Costs

Port Sheldon Township currently maintains approximately 16 miles of bike paths. The
Township has researched the cost of winter snow removal for the existing system, and multiple
private contractors have provided estimates that fall within a high seasonal cost range, ($55k-
$75k seasonally) representing a significant new annual expense if implemented.

One substantially lower estimate was received from Park Township, offering to provide the
service on a contractual basis. While attractive from a cost perspective, this option also raised
important questions about long-term reliability and sustainability.
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Operational Oversight and Staffing Considerations

In addition to cost, the Township must also consider how services are managed and
supervised. Port Sheldon Township does not have a dedicated maintenance department or
full-time public works staff. As a result, any winter bike path clearing program would rely
entirely on outside contractors.

This structure limits the Township’s ability to provide direct daily supervision, respond
immediately to changing conditions, or prioritize service timing during winter weather events.
Oversight would need to be handled administratively, adding another layer of complexity and
risk when evaluating long-term service commitments.

Planning for the Future: Path Expansion and Scale

The Township's Parks and Recreation Master Plan outlines approximately 15.3 miles of
additional bike paths needed to complete system connectivity. If fully implemented, the
Township’s total bike path network could grow to nearly 32 miles.

This is an important consideration, as both ongoing maintenance costs and future capital
improvement planning scale with system size. Decisions made today regarding maintenance
practices will directly affect long-term financial commitments as the system expands.

Board Concerns: Sustainability and Risk

The Township Board discussed the risks of initiating a new maintenance program based on a
single, unusually low estimate, particularly when it is significantly below prevailing market
rates. Concerns included:

e The service would be new and untested for Port Sheldon Township

e Costs could increase significantly after the first year

o The option may not be available in future years

e The program could become financially unsustainable as the bike path system grows

e The program would rely on an outside entity whose primary responsibility is serving its
own residents before outside contractual obligations

The Board also reflected on prior experiences where programs began as relatively small
expenses but expanded over time. One example is the Township's trash program, which now
represents nearly 20% of the Township’s operating budget, despite beginning as a much
smaller cost.

The intent is to avoid creating a similar long-term burden without a stable funding plan.
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Comparisons to Neighboring Townships

Residents often point out that bike paths in neighboring communities to the north and south
are cleared during the winter months. This comparison is understandable; however, there is a
key difference in how those services are funded.

Both neighboring townships have dedicated bike path or parks and recreation millages
that provide revenue retained within the township specifically for:

e Path maintenance and repair

e Snow removal and sweeping

e Replacement and long-term upkeep
« Expansion of path networks

Port Sheldon Township does not currently have a comparable dedicated funding source.
Desire to Provide Service - With Responsibility

Township leadership shares the community’s interest in improving bike path accessibility,
including winter clearing. At the same time, the Township has a responsibility to ensure that
any new service is financially responsible, operationally manageable, and sustainable over
the long term, particularly as the system grows toward full connectivity.

Starting a service without a long-term funding and oversight strategy risks placing future
Boards and residents in a difficult position: either absorbing increasing costs or eliminating a
service after residents have come to rely on it.

Looking Ahead

The Township will continue to evaluate options, gather additional data, and consider long-
term funding and operational strategies before moving forward. Community input remains an
important part of this process.

Responsible planning means not only considering what services we would like to provide
today, but ensuring that those services can be maintained, managed, and afforded well into
the future.
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Bike Path Maintenance - Frequently Asked Questions

Why doesn’t Port Sheldon Township currently clear bike paths in the winter?

Winter bike path clearing would be a new recurring service with significant annual cost. The
Township operates on a limited general operating mill, and the Board wants to ensure any new
service is financially sustainable and operationally manageable over the long term.

How many miles of bike paths does the Township maintain?

The Township currently has approximately 16 miles of bike paths. The Parks and Recreation
Master Plan identifies an additional 15.3 miles needed to complete system connectivity, which
could bring the total to over 32 miles.

Why are neighboring townships able to clear their bike paths?

Neighboring townships to the north and south have dedicated bike path or parks and
recreation millages that provide funding specifically for path maintenance, repairs, snow
removal, and future expansion. Port Sheldon Township does not currently have a similar
dedicated funding source.

Did the Township receive any lower-cost options for snow removal?

Yes. One lower-cost option was identified; however, because it represented a single source and
was significantly below typical market pricing, the Board had concerns about long-term
reliability, future availability, and cost increases.

Does the Township have staff to manage this type of service?

No. Port Sheldon Township does not have a dedicated maintenance department. Any winter
bike path clearing program would rely entirely on subcontractors, limiting direct supervision
and adding operational risk that must be considered alongside cost.

Why not try it for one year and see how it goes?

The Board discussed this option but expressed concern that starting a service without a long-
term funding and management plan could create future challenges if costs increase or the
service becomes unavailable after residents have come to rely on it.

Is the Township opposed to winter bike path clearing?

No. There is interest in providing this service. The Board's focus is to ensure that any program
can be funded and managed responsibly and maintained over time without placing undue
strain on the Township’s operating budget.

What happens next?

The Township will continue researching options, evaluating long-term costs, and considering
funding and operational approaches before taking further action. Community input will remain
an important part of the discussion.
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