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I.   About the MML

The Michigan Municipal League is dedicated to making 
Michigan’s communities better by thoughtfully innovating 
programs, energetically connecting ideas and people, actively 
serving members with resources and services, and 
passionately inspiring positive change for Michigan’s greatest 
centers of potential: its communities.



Advocacy:
Read our Advocacy Blog – Inside 208
It contains up to the minute legislative news!
Written by the MML’s State and Federal Affairs Team:
Chris Hackbarth, Director;  John LaMacchia II, Assistant Director;  Jennifer 
Rigterink, Legislative Associate;  Herasanna Richards, Legislative Associate



Special Finance Initiative

The Legislature has 
reduced revenue 
sharing for years! And
then blame you for
financial problems.



Special Finance Initiative

Michigan municipalities’ loss since 2002: $8.6 billion

Boyne City’s loss between 2002 and 2017:      
$2,057,980 



League Resources Include:

Inquiry Service —
Please contact us (734-662-3246, info@mml.org) with questions on 
local government operations—we provide customized research and 
have a wealth of resources

One Pager Plus Fact Sheets -- 70 + and counting!



League Resources Include:

Local Government Primers 
Handbook for Municipal Officials 
Handbook for General Law Village Officials

Sample documents in the Resource Library
Ordinances (from Abandoned property to Zoning)
Policies (personnel policies, council rules, evaluations, 
purchasing policies, ethics policies, etc.)



II.  An Introduction to Michigan Local 
Government

*What are the origins of local government?

*What are its powers, forms and functions?

*What are the roles of the council, mayor, and manager?



Michigan Local Government

Local control in Michigan is constantly evolving
subject to state legislative agenda, appellate court interpretation

 Local governments are granted existence by State constitutions, 
they are political subdivisions 

 In Michigan, the 1963 Michigan Constitution grants home rule authority to 
cities and villages (initially the 1908 Constitution) Art VII, Sec 22 and Art VII, 
Sec 34



In summary:  Local Government Authority

Is a matter of:

Constant evolution… and interpretation via

 legislation – some statutes empower, some constrain 

court opinions re: statutes and constitution 

 public opinion



Types of Local Governments in Michigan

*Counties -Delegated powers only (83)

*Cities – Home Rule, 4th Class, 5th Class, SC (280)

*Villages – General Law and Home Rule (253) 

*Townships – General Law and “Charter” (1240, inc. 138 charter townships)

*Special Purpose Units – e.g. school districts, ISDs, authorities



Home Rule City

“The 1963 Michigan Constitution provides that the 
electors of every city have the right and responsibility of 
home rule.  That right is enshrined in the city charter, 
which is written by locally elected charter commissioners, 
approved by the Governor, and adopted by the voters, 
within constraints established by Art 7, Sec 22 ... and state 
statutes including the Home Rule City Act (PA 279 of 
1909).” Citizens Research Council Memorandum No. 1110, October, 2011

The Charter
is the key
governing 
document for a 
local unit of 
government



Charter     =    Constitution

local unit of gov’t             state and federal
______________________________________
City and HRV charters must include a few items like elections, tax rate, OMA, protect 
peace, health, safety 

May include numerous other provisions like for water, sewer, streets, special assessment

May not include millage greater than 20 mills*; amend charter except via HRC Act



Ordinance     =       Statute

local legislative act law or act

local unit                              state and federal

NOTE:  a resolution does not have the force of law; an ordinance does



Boyne City Charter

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of the Charter spells out the 
roles of the city commission and the administration.

The charter controls who does what in the city. 



Remember…

Your limitations.

The city is not responsible for other units of government.  



III.  Your Role…and why it is important

Understanding your role is the key to how successful you 
and the City  will be.

Knowing your role will help your community succeed!



Overview of Roles & Responsibilities

This is all spelled out in your City Charter…



City Commission

Policy-making body for local unit of government

Responsible for long and short-term goal setting

Responsible for adopting budget and any capital improvement plan

May only act as a body, through resolutions and ordinances

The Commission can, and should, adopt rules and procedures



City Commission

City Commission Members may only act as a body.

Individual members of commission should not be directing staff or 
interfering with day-to-day operations of the City. You are just one 
member. 

A majority of commission is necessary to provide direction to 
administration.



Responsibilities of the Mayor or Presiding 
Officer

*Acknowledge members wishing to speak 

*Be courteous to members of council and to the public

*Enforce fairly the rules of council 

*Enforce fairly the public comment portion of meetings



Responsibilities of the Mayor or Presiding 
Officer

*If a question from the public may be simply answered, go ahead.  
The Commission, however, is under no obligation to respond to 
questions during the public comment portion of a meeting. 

*Resist debate during public comment portion of a meeting. 
Presiding officer may state, “Your comments are noted. Thank you.”



City Manager

Commission-manager form of government developed in the early 
20th century as part of a government reform movement plus the 
advent of the private sector corporate structure

Manager appointed by and responsible to the commission; currently 
234 of 280 cities have managers



City Manager

Responsible for implementing policy to achieve commission goals 
and responsible to report status to council

 Responsible for day-to-day operations

Compared to the corporate structure, the manager is the CEO



Think about the kind and content of 
communication with the Manager.

What information do you need?  (Critical infrastructure; budget 
priorities; where do we buy the pencils?)

If the information is important to you, it should be important to all of 
the commission.

Playing “Gotcha” does not build heathy personal relationships with 
fellow commission or staff members.



Think about the kind and content of 
communication with your fellow 
commission members
As I mentioned before, you need to act as a body.  That 
means that you need to win over your fellow members to 
accomplish your goals.

You need to extend courtesies to each other. You must give 
respect to receive respect.



Ethics Considerations 

Appearance
Appearance

Appearance
Appearance

Appearance



Ethics Considerations 

Institute for Local Government sets 4 tenets of ethical conduct for 
public office to reduce ethical and legal dilemmas from arising:

 Do not financially benefit from position
 Do not receive special benefits by virtue of position



Ethics Considerations 

 Do not be secretive in decision-making

 Do not let favoritism or bias cloud decision-making



Being Mindful of Ethical Conduct

 Human nature and the competition between public interest and self-interest can 
result in unethical (and sometimes illegal) conduct.  The usual conflict of interest is 
financial. 

Michigan Public Act 196 of 1973 - Standards of Conduct and Ethics Act 
 Sets standards of conduct for public officers and employees in Michigan and creates a 

state board of ethics.

Michigan Public Act 317 of 1968 – Conflicts of Interests as to Contracts Act 

 Regulates conduct of public servants in respect to governmental decisions and 
contracts with public entities. 



Ethics

“What you have a right to do 
… does not equal 

what is right to do.”
Potter Stewart, former US Supreme Court Justice



Ethics and Social Media

While social media is a good tool to communicate with the 
public, great care needs to be taken that individual 
commission members do not represent their personal views 
as the views of the city.

As we discussed, you are one member of the commission, 
not the city commission.



Ethics and Social Media

I strongly recommend that the commission adopt a social 
media code of conduct.

This will help the public recognize that individual members 
of the commission may have different views than the 
majority of the commission.



Ethics and your role as a liaison

Your role is to be a conduit of information back and forth 
between the board or commission and the city commission.

Your role is not to second guess or advocate for a specific 
position.
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