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Summary
The financial condition of many of Michigan’s local 
governments remains precarious since the national 
recession that began in late 2007, and structural 
problems persist in many local budgets.  Herein lies 
an opportunity for Michigan to address some of these 
structural issues by expanding regional governance at 
the county level.  

Taking a more regional approach to local government 
may improve the efficiency and economics of local 
government service delivery and may provide both 
service and revenue side benefits to county and local 
governments.  Furthermore, state revenue sharing has 
been declining since the early 2000s.  It may have a 
greater impact spread across 83 counties rather than 
1,800 municipalities.  Finally, if counties and municipali-
ties are given access to more alternative local taxes, 
these should be levied at the regional level to make 
them less administratively burdensome and to limit 
negative externalities if one unit of government levies 
a tax and its neighbors do not.  

Examination of the local government service delivery 
model with a focus on counties and opportunities for 
regional service delivery at the county level cannot 
be done in a vacuum.  In order to understand local 
government service delivery options, it is necessary to 
examine the structure of local government in Michigan, 
including governance, revenue, and demographics, as 
well as services provided.

Part of the process of evaluating cost drivers as local 
governments seek opportunities for savings is an as-
sessment of the services that must be provided and 
the services for which they have the latitude to cut.  
Because there is wide variance between Michigan’s 
most populous local governments and the least popu-
lated entities, as well as among those serving urban 
or rural communities, such an assessment does not 
identify the same services for all governments.

Many of the services provided and functions performed 
by counties are mandated by the state constitution.  
Several other services, provided by counties and mu-
nicipal governments, can be considered core services 

that must performed as part of business or general 
government operations.  Mandated county services 
include record keeping by the county clerk, tracking 
property transactions by the register of deeds, trea-
sury, criminal prosecution, and court operations.  Core 
services would include elections, tax collection, human 
resources, information technology, and jail functions, 
among others.

Another set of services can be considered essential.  
While not mandated by the constitution or state law, 
efforts to facilitate economic development or to ac-
commodate the needs of dense populations suggest 
that the local governments cannot escape the need to 
provide certain services.  Planning and zoning, public 
works and infrastructure, sanitation and landfill, and 
environmental services are all essential services that 
local governments must provide to attract residents 
and businesses, especially in urban areas.

Public safety services – police, fire, emergency medi-
cal services, and dispatch – fall somewhere between 
these first two categories.  While not mandated by the 
state constitution explicitly, counties are required to 
have elected county sheriffs and cities and villages are 
required to provide for the public safety and peace.  
Plus, people generally want to live in places where 
police and fire protection is provided and emergency 
medical services are not far off.  

That leaves only a handful of services – e.g., parks and 
recreation, libraries, economic development – that can 
be considered secondary or discretionary.  These are 
not major cost centers.  The reduction of commitment 
to these services will not fix a municipal budget.  

Opportunities for Change
Any approach at regional governance has to under-
stand and appreciate the population and community 
variance among counties.  County government will 
not be better utilized by crafting a uniform plan to be 
carried out by every county; it will require allowing 
counties to tailor the assumption of service responsibili-
ties and collaboration to meet their residents’ and local 
municipalities’ needs, as well as the counties’ abilities.
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For most of Michigan’s history, the counties were tied 
in their governance to the cities and townships within 
them.  That tie was broken more than 50 years ago 
when federal court cases concerning the “one person, 
one vote” provisions in the U.S. Constitution caused 
changes to county government.  County governance 
started out as a regional exercise in intergovernmen-
tal cooperation, but has now evolved into more of a 
stand-alone government.

It is recommended that new ties between the counties 
and their local governments be created.  These would 
be based more on the economics of service delivery 
than on inserting local government officials into the 
county governance structure as was done previously 
in Michigan.  It is recommended that counties be po-
sitioned as the support system capable of providing 
services, performing functions, and facilitating coopera-
tion that will enable cities, villages, and townships to 
concentrate their efforts on developing the identity and 
place making that will attract people and businesses.

Counties, as a regional form of governance, are well 
suited to provide services to residents of smaller mu-
nicipalities and to partner with larger municipalities to 
maximize the economies of scale so services can best 
be provided to benefit residents.  Opportunities exist 
for counties to expand vertical collaboration (i.e., col-
laboration between different levels of government) to 
their constituent cities, villages, and townships because 
many of the functions performed by municipalities are 
also performed by county governments.  Efforts could 
be made to promote counties as providers of services 
that require technical expertise and that could benefit 
from regional provision.  Opportunities also exist for 
counties to bring together their constituent cities, 
villages, and townships to find the optimal ways to 
provide services that require a large investment in 
capital (e.g., land, buildings, vehicles, or equipment) 
in their communities and region.  

The Research Council has identified a number of lo-
cal government service areas that could benefit from 
county provision in some form.

Information technology services.  Efforts to bet-
ter enable county governments to serve their local 
governments, and to absorb responsibility for some 
services that will alleviate the financial pressures on 

the local governments, must start with information 
technology services.  

By connecting each county to its local governments in 
a virtual sense, the counties would be positioned to 
offer file sharing and the development of resources to 
capitalize on advances in communication.  By estab-
lishing the technological connections and capabilities, 
the counties would be positioned to assist in or pro-
vide a number of functions on behalf of the municipal 
governments.  

Administration and general government ser-
vices include human resources, fiscal services, and 
document services.  Human resource services include 
personnel, payroll and benefits, and training and 
professional development.  Counties, which have to 
provide these services for their own employees, could 
house the employees with the requisite skills to provide 
these services to local units of government throughout 
each county.  

Fiscal services include accounting, treasury, purchas-
ing, and financial record keeping services.  As with 
human resources, consolidation of accounting services 
at the county level could capitalize on the employment 
of skilled accountants necessary to maintain financial 
records.  County level treasury and purchasing func-
tions could assist local units as well.  

Document services include printing, archiving, and 
destroying government documents and records.  The 
ability to perform this function would require installa-
tion of high-speed Internet access linking all govern-
ment buildings throughout the county and adequate 
computer capabilities at the county level.  Having 
immediate access to many of the local government re-
cords can make the county officials better at their tasks 
while reducing the costs for the local governments.  

Tax collection at the county level would simplify the 
collection and distribution of taxes from over 1,500 
units of government performing this function to 83 
counties performing this function.  Counties collect 
property taxes in 45 states.1

1	 Griffith, Joel; Harris, Jonathan; and Istrate, Emilia; National 
Association of Counties.  Policy Research Paper Series No. 
5: Doing More with Less, State Revenue Limitations and 
Mandates on County Finances, November 2016.  
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Elections at the county level would not diminish the 
local nature of the voting process; each local unit 
would still be divided into precincts, with a polling 
place convenient to most households.  Such a transfer 
would consolidate the duplicative tasks that occur in 
each city and township into a single bureaucracy and 
bring more uniformity to the process.

Property assessing at the county level would elimi-
nate the need for county equalization, would benefit 
from the economies of skill inherent by hiring county-
level assessors with certification to appraise complicat-
ed properties, and would equip the local governments 
with the requisite sophistication to defend assessing 
practices at the tax tribunal.  

Road maintenance.  Because so many of Michi-
gan’s cities and villages are small in geographic size 
and in the populations served, keeping this capital 
intensive service at the most local level builds a level 
of duplication and inefficiency into the system.  Mov-
ing responsibility to the county level would better use 
the resources needed to maintain the roads and the 
engineers needed to plan the work.  

Public safety services.  Michigan has built a level 
of duplication into police protection by providing for 
state police, county sheriffs, and city, village, or town-
ship police departments.  County sheriffs can provide 
police services for communities that wish to shed that 
service, and are in a good position to provide support 
services to independent municipal police departments.  
Counties can provide the capacity to handle all special 
and administrative tasks associated with operating a 
police department including emergency dispatch 9-1-
1 services, all special units, public safety purchasing, 
emergency and disaster response planning, and haz-
ardous material handling.

Counties could also explore the ability to provide simi-
lar support for municipal fire departments.  It is not 
necessarily recommended that counties get involved in 
fighting fires, but that they provide necessary support 
services and specialized services (e.g., fire investiga-
tions) so that municipal fire departments can concen-
trate their resources on fire fighting and fire prevention.  

Planning and land use.  Local governments often 
cling tightly to planning and zoning responsibilities 
because they help to determine the character of a com-

munity, but related services such as building inspec-
tion services, community and economic development 
services, issuing permits, and code enforcement could 
be done by the counties.  Counties could also help to 
facilitate regional planning that could benefit all local 
governments within a region.  

Public works and sanitation services include 
governmental services for which Michigan local govern-
ments most often collaborate.  The expensive nature 
of the infrastructure to move and treat water makes 
regional bodies best suited to their provision.

Public transportation.  Counties may have a role in 
assessing and providing public transportation needs 
for all county residents, even those that live outside of 
a central city.  Public transportation is an area where 
counties can benefit from county-to-county collabora-
tion.  

Prerequisites for Change
For such changes in service delivery provision to be-
come widespread among Michigan counties, county 
commissioners and the Michigan populous will need to 
consider changes in both the culture of county govern-
ment and the governance structure of counties.  Much 
could be gained by changing the thinking of counties 
from stand-alone entities to multi-purpose function 
providers for their local units.  Strong county leader-
ship will be needed to gear county services to benefit 
the local governments and let the local governments 
know that the county governments are amenable to 
working with them to achieve savings.  

Although the charter and optional unified models of 
county governance have long been available, Michigan 
still has 79 of the 83 counties organized as general law 
counties.  This organizational model means that these 
counties do not have the latitude to undertake activi-
ties and services without state legislative authorization.  
County government needs strong direction in order to 
be an effective regional leader and unifier.

With each of these services and functions policymak-
ers have to consider how the county role, either as 
a service provider or as a collaborator with the local 
governments, is to be funded.  If these are to remain 
local government responsibilities for which they seek 
economies through collaboration, then the cost of the 
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services and the financial plight of Michigan’s struggling 
local governments is likely to change very little.  On 
the other hand, if counties are to assume responsibility 
for providing certain services, and the responsibility 
for funding that provision, that will free up local gov-
ernment resources to direct on the vital services that 
remain with the cities, villages, and townships.    

Policymakers can think about increasing the resources 
available to county governments to expand service 
delivery in two ways that are not mutually exclusive.  
First, they can authorize the levy of taxes other than 
property taxes.  A recent Michigan State University 
paper found that counties in very few other states 
are as dependent on property tax revenues as are the 
counties in Michigan.2  Other states have local-option 
income, sales, motor fuel, alcohol, tobacco, and public 
utilities taxes available.  None of these are currently 
available to Michigan counties.

An alternative approach would be for the state to re-
direct state revenue sharing to counties to help them 
achieve economies and cost savings in the delivery of 
local government services.  Counties currently receive 
state revenue sharing, but the distribution is done on 
a per capita basis that sends funding to some coun-
ties that have sufficient tax base to fund services from 
their own resources and does not send enough fund-
ing other counties with insufficient tax bases to fund 
services without levying taxes at artificially high rates.  
Additional revenue sharing dollars sent to counties 
and distributed in a fashion that recognizes variances 
in fiscal capacity among the counties would help to 
enhance the roles counties play.

2	 Robert Kleine, Michigan State University, County Revenue 
Options, http://msue.anr.msu.edu/uploads/resources/pdfs/
County_Revenue_Options_October_2016.pdf, November 
2016.  

Conclusion
Local governments in Michigan have faced years of 
declining resources and growing expenditure pres-
sures.  These years have been marked by increased 
efforts at collaboration, service and expenditure cuts, 
and increases in local source revenue options.  Local 
governments still face a structural issue in that their 
ongoing revenue is not sufficient to meet growing 
expenditure pressures.  One potential structural solu-
tion is to move more local government services to the 
county, or regional, level rather than continuing to 
provide them at the most local level.  

The Research Council, through years of research into 
local government service delivery, has identified a 
number of services that counties could play a bigger 
role in providing.  

Before counties can meet additional service delivery 
and cooperation facilitation needs, some basic issues 
in county governance, resources, and service delivery 
need to be addressed.  First, most counties could ben-
efit from modernizing their government.  Second, coun-
ties need resources to meet additional needs.  Third, 
officials in county government and administration need 
to change their mindset from one of a stand-alone 
county government and simple provider of some state 
and local services, to one of a provider of services to 
their local municipalities and a regional unifier.

Counties in Michigan are not uniform and have many 
differences in size and population, urban versus rural 
makeup, revenue levels and sources, and expenditure 
levels and needs.  The Research Council is not advocat-
ing a one-size-fits-all solution to regional government 
in Michigan, but rather a move to thinking of local gov-
ernment more in terms of the region and what county 
government can do in a more effective and economical 
manner than a city, village, or township can do.



Counties in Michigan: An Exercise in Regional Government
The financial condition of many of Michigan’s local 
governments remains precarious since the national 
recession that began in late 2007 (hereafter referred 
to as the “Great Recession”).  Michigan local govern-
ments have taken numerous actions to close budget 
gaps – increasing levels of intergovernmental coopera-
tion, reliance on general fund balances, and employees’ 
share of fringe benefit costs – but have also had to rely 
on cutting services.1  A study by Great Lakes Economic 
Consulting, which looked at data from the 1990s to 2014 
found that the problems Michigan’s municipalities face 
are structural and pervasive and go beyond the short-
term problems caused by decreased revenues during 
Michigan’s Great Recession.2  Herein lies an opportunity 
for Michigan to address some of these structural issues 
by expanding regional governance at the county level.  

Taking a more regional approach to local government 
may improve the efficiency and economics of local gov-
ernment service delivery and may provide both service 
and revenue side benefits to counties and their local 
governments.  County-provided services allow commu-
nities to benefit from economies of scale (by serving 
more people) and economies of skill (by spreading the 
provision of highly skilled services across more people 
and areas).  Relative differences in income levels across 
counties are less than those across municipalities.  

1	 The Center for Local, State, and Urban Policy, Gerald R. Ford 
School of Public Policy, University of Michigan.  Michigan 
Public Policy Survey: Key Findings, August 2016.

2	 Great Lakes Economic Consulting.  Michigan’s Great Disin-
vestment: How State Policies Have Forced Our Communities 
into Fiscal Crisis, April 2016.

Counties, generally, are made up of lower income cit-
ies, villages, and townships, as well as higher income 
cities, villages, and townships; providing services at 
the county level removes some of the income differ-
ences and inequalities that are experienced across local 
governments.  

Furthermore, state revenue sharing has been declining 
since the early 2000s.  It may have a greater impact 
spread across 83 counties rather than 1,800 municipali-
ties.  If counties were providing more local government 
services, it would make sense to send state revenue 
sharing to the county level.  Finally, if counties and 
municipalities are given access to (and choose to levy) 
more alternative local taxes (e.g., local-option income 
or sales taxes), these should be levied at the regional 
level to make them less administratively burdensome 
(it would be easier to have 83 counties levying the 
tax rather than many more municipalities) and to limit 
negative externalities if one municipality levies a tax 
and its neighbors do not.  

The current condition of Michigan’s local government 
finance model has created an opportunity to examine 
the local government service delivery model with a focus 
on counties and opportunities to deliver services more 
regionally at the county level.  This cannot be done in 
a vacuum.  In order to understand local government 
service delivery options, it is necessary to examine the 
structure of local government in Michigan, including 
governance, revenue, and demographics, as well as 
services provided.
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Counties in Michigan: An Exercise in Regional Government 

Public corporations, which include general purpose 
and special purpose governments, are organizational 
structures that may be vested with constitutional 
status.  General purpose local units of government in 
Michigan include 83 counties, 533 cities and villages, 
and 1,240 townships.3  General purpose local govern-
ments provide a broad, and somewhat overlapping, 
range of services.  The entire state is organized into 
83 counties and each citizen lives in one county.  The 
entire state is also organized into cities and townships 
and each citizen lives in either a city or a township – 
they do not overlap.  A township resident might also 
live in a village, which has its own government, but 
also remains part of the township.  

These local units are not sovereign entities, but are 
creatures of the state and derive their power from the 
constitution and laws of the state.  Concepts such as 
home rule and local control simply refer to the degree 
of independence granted by the state (see Box on 
page 4).  Michigan local government is characterized by 
a large number of local governments with overlapping 
geographical boundaries and often overlapping service 
responsibility and taxing authority.  The governance 
structure of many local units, particularly townships 
and counties, reflects the 19th century emphasis on a 
diffused executive function, which is not always suited 
to modern-day government needs.  

Much of Michigan’s system of local governance was 
established in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which 
laid the groundwork for state and local government 
for what was to become the states of Michigan, Ohio, 
Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin and was institution-
alized in Michigan’s 1835, 1850, 1908, and 1963 
constitutions.  It heavily incorporated counties for 
organizing the new territories.  Additionally, townships 
were designed to be compact in size, emulating the 
New England town model that allows government to 
be close to the people.

Local government in Michigan, especially at the county 
and township levels, was further influenced by the 

3	 Special purpose local governments include school districts, 
intermediate school districts, public school academies, 
community college districts, state universities, and special 
districts; data from 2012 U.S. Census of Governments.  

theory of Jacksonian democracy.  Early to mid-19th 
century political theory held that the problem with 
government was the appointive status of government 
officials.  The cure proposed was to have as many of-
ficials as possible elected directly to short (two-year) 
terms.  This approach, which would theoretically keep 
democracy close to the people, reflected the frontiers-
man’s belief in personal versatility and his suspicion 
of specialization.  Government was not believed to 
require specialized skills or training.  It was hoped that 
the fragmentation of power and frequent turnover of 
officials would prevent the formation of a government 
aristocracy.  Many previously appointive positions be-
came elective under the reforms based on this theory, 
and many new elective positions were created.

County Governance
Counties are governed by boards of commission-
ers, which provide the legislative governance for all 
counties, and varying levels of executive governance 
depending on how a county is structured.  Counties 
are also constitutionally required to elect the following 
officers: sheriff, clerk, treasurer, register of deeds, and 
prosecuting attorney, all of which have control over 
their own departments independent of the county 
board and/or administrator (though the board/ad-
ministrator retains control over the budget process).  
This leads to what is called a plural executive form of 
government.  Constitutional and statutory provisions 
allow four structures which counties may assume: 
1) general law, 2) optional unified with a manager, 
3) optional unified with an elected executive, and 4) 
charter counties.  

The debate over whether county governance structures 
in Michigan are adequate to meet the needs of modern 
counties and their residents has been raging for 100 
years.  A Research Council report from 1921 analyzed 
a proposed state constitutional amendment to simplify 
county government.4  The analysis highlighted some 
reasons why simplification of county government was 
desirable (particularly in Wayne County): 1) too many 
elective offices in counties (at the time, Wayne County 

4	 Detroit Bureau of Governmental Research, Inc.  Public Busi-
ness Number 58: Simplifying County Government, Feb. 15, 
1921.
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had 97 members on the board of supervisors alone), 2) 
no real legislative body for counties, 3) no responsible 
head in county government, and 4) certain duplicate 
services could be eliminated in counties (e.g., county 
surveyor and county drain commissioner).  

The 1963 Michigan Constitution provides basic author-
ity for a county to adopt charter status, and state laws 
provide an implementation process for charter counties 
as well as another method of governance through op-
tional unified counties.  Many other aspects of county 
governance have changed since 1921, but the majority 
of counties are still governed under general law, which 
blends legislative and executive power on the board 
of commissioners and dilutes executive power, which 
is shared among a number of elected officers, the 
board of commissioners, and members of other semi-
autonomous county boards.  The result is a complex 
structure of county government, with authority heavily 
diffused and responsibility very difficult to pinpoint.5

County Boards of Commissioners.  The 1963 Con-
stitution established county governance under boards 
of supervisors that were to consist of one member from 
each organized township and representation from cities 
as provided by law.  A year later, in 1964, a U.S. Su-
preme Court decision on legislative redistricting, which 
established the “one person, one vote” principle was 
ruled to affect county governance as well.6  In reac-
tion to this decision, the Michigan Legislature passed 
Public Act 261 of 1966, which provided for the election 
of county commissioners from equally-apportioned 
single-member districts.  

Today, county boards of commissioners are smaller, 
include the partisan election of commissioners, and are 
representative of people rather than units of govern-
ment.  County commission election districts are drawn 
to be as nearly equal in population as is practicable 
based on the latest official published decennial U.S. 
Census.  They are to be contiguous, compact, of as 
nearly square shape as is possible.  Finally, they must 
respect township, village, and city boundaries, and are 
not to be drawn to effect partisan political advantage.  
Every county has a board of commissioners ranging 

5	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 265: Wayne 
County Charter Issues….Elected County Executive/Chief 
Administrative Officer, February 1981.

6	 Reynolds v Sims (377 U.S.  533; 1964).

from 7 to 35 members, depending on county popula-
tion.

General Law Counties.  Most counties (79 out of 83) 
retain the general law form of governance.7  In gen-
eral law counties, the county boards of commissioners 
have both legislative and administrative powers and 
duties.  Legislative powers include enacting a budget 
with authority to spend, setting policy, passing regula-
tions and ordinances, and responding to constituents.  
Administrative powers include developing the budget, 
overseeing department operations, and personnel deci-
sions.  Many general law county boards have appointed 
a county administrator responsible for overseeing the 
administrative functions.  County administrators in 
general law counties, however, work for and answer 
to the county board retaining ultimate administrative 
authority with the board.  

As stated above, the commissioners’ administrative 
powers are shared with a number of other elected 
officials.  Executive power rests with the separately 
elected treasurer, clerk, register of deeds (this posi-
tion can be consolidated with the clerk), prosecuting 
attorney, and sheriff, in dealing with the administration 
of the staff within their domain.  This arrangement 
of shared administrative responsibilities may create 
problems in establishing a clear chain of command.  
While these elected officials oversee their own ad-
ministrations, budget power ultimately rests with the 
county commission.  

The actions of general law county boards in the pro-
vision of services has had to conform to restrictive 
provisions of state enabling legislation.  Many statutory 
provisions have required the establishment of a board 
or commission to administer the function or service to 
be provided (e.g., a county library board to administer 
the county library fund).  This practice has produced a 
proliferation of boards and commissions and resulted 
in 1) a further diffusion of executive authority, 2) a dis-
sipation of legislative effectiveness, and 3) confusion 
on the part of the citizen relative to the determination 
of accountability and redress of grievances.

Optional Unified Counties.  The optional unified 
form of county government abolishes all appointed 

7	 All counties are organized under general state law except 
Bay, Oakland, Macomb, and Wayne.
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Local Government in Michigan: Home Rule, Dillon’s Rule, and the Cooley Doctrine
The state constitution defines the legal relationship between the state and local governments.  It establishes 
the relative degree to which local governments are dependent on, or independent from, state control. 

Home Rule.  Home rule is defined as the right to local self-government including the powers to regulate 
for the protection of the public health, safety, morals, and welfare; to license; to tax; and to incur debt.1  
Home rule involves the authority of a local government to prevent state government intervention with 
its operations; however, the extent of its power is subject to limitations prescribed by state constitutions 
and statutes (e.g., the Michigan Supreme Court has held that because pensions are a negotiable benefit 
under the provisions of the state Public Employee Relations Act, local charter provisions respecting pen-
sions may be overridden by collective bargaining agreements negotiated under state law).2

Dillon’s Rule.  Dillon’s Rule is a rule of strict construction of constitutional and statutory law for local 
units of government.  It states that local units of government possess only those powers that 1) have been 
granted to them specifically, 2) are necessary or can be fairly implied in the expressed powers given, and 
3) are indispensable to the declared objects and purposes of the corporation.  Over the decades this rule 
has served to constrict the discretionary powers of local governments, especially counties and townships.  
A charter or home rule government in a local unit does not give local officials the liberty to do whatever 
the charter may allow or not prohibit; charters must conform to the provisions of the respective enabling 
acts and other existing law.3

Cooley Doctrine.  In contrast to Dillon’s Rule, the Cooley Doctrine states that local governments have 
an inherent right to local self-determination.  In 1871, Michigan Supreme Court Judge Thomas Cooley 
stated: “[L]ocal government is a matter of absolute right; the state cannot take it away.”4  Michigan cities 
and some villages have operated with a grant of self-determination since adoption of the 1908 Constitu-
tion and counties were granted authority to adopted home rule charters by the 1963 Constitution.   The 
1963 Michigan Constitution contains a statement regarding counties and local governments in general 
directing the courts to construe the constitution and law liberally in favor of the local units.5

Home Rule Status Today.  The continuing tension between Dillon’s Rule and the Cooley Doctrine is 
the attempt to balance matters of statewide interest against the rights of communities to self-govern. 

While the constitution, as the supreme law of the state, provides broad home rule authority to local 
governments and for a liberal interpretation of the powers of municipalities, various actions by the leg-
islature and courts have weakened the constitution’s grant of self-government authority.  Some court 
decisions have declared that municipalities have all powers not expressly denied, but other court rulings 
more adverse to home rule have led municipal officials to seek legislative solutions clarifying the extent 
of their authority.  Each directive and clarification that has been amended to the Home Rule Cities Act 
and Home Rule Villages Act has had the general impact of reversing the expansive nature of the home 
rule powers toward an exclusionary approach.  Over the years, the state legislature has superimposed 
state requirements on such subjects as local taxing and spending power, public meetings, access to public 
records, conflicts of interest for public officials, political rights of public employees, mandatory collective 
bargaining, and compulsory arbitration of police and fire labor disputes, among others.6

1	 “Home Rule.”  Legal definition, http://legal-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/home+rule (accessed 12/06/16).
2	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  County Home Rule, Background Paper No. II, July 1980.
3	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 266: Wayne County Charter Issues…The Historical and Present 

Role of County Government in Michigan, February 1981.
4	 People v Hurlbut (24 Mich 44, 95; 1871).
5	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 34).
6	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan. Detroit City Charter Revision: The Nature and Purpose of a Home Rule 

City Charter, July 1993.
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boards, commissions, authorities, and elective offices 
except those specified in the statute.8  Any county 
that has not adopted a charter and does not have 
an active charter commission may adopt an optional 
unified form of county government.  As in general law 
counties, boards of commissioners are elected under 
the same provisions and in the same numbers.  This 
structure presents counties with the option of appoint-
ing a manager or electing an executive, either of which 
has responsibility for most county agencies.  Only an 
elected executive may veto commission actions.9 

The optional unified form provides significantly greater 
executive coordination than is possible under the gen-
eral law structure.  The appointed manager or elected 
executive does not have complete executive control; 
the constitutional provisions for individually elected 
county officers (sheriff, clerk, register of deeds, trea-
surer, and prosecuting attorney) that apply to general 
law counties pertain to optional unified counties as 
well.  Further, the offices of drain commissioner and 
board of county road commissioners are protected and 
their powers are not minimized by a county adopting 
the optional unified form of government.

Of Michigan’s 83 counties, only Oakland and Bay coun-
ties have adopted an optional unified form of govern-
ment, both with an elected executive.  

8	 The appointed boards which are protected in the statute 
include the apportionment commission, airport zoning board 
of appeals, board of county canvassers, board of deter-
mination for a drainage district, civil service commission, 
county drainage board, county department of veterans’ af-
fairs administrative committee or soldiers’ relief commission, 
concealed weapons licensing board, election commission, 
jury commission, library commission, parks and recreation 
commission, social services board, tax allocation board, 
a board established to oversee retirement programs, plat 
board, mental health board, hospital board, inter-county 
drainage board, building authority, and board of county 
road commissioners.

9	 Public Act (PA) 139 of 1973 (MCL 45.551-45.573).

Charter Counties.  The primary benefit of charter 
county adoption is the establishment of an account-
able county executive with greater power to coordinate 
the executive branch.  Unlike in the optional unified 
form, executive functions are removed from the county 
board of commissioners in charter counties.  The pow-
ers and duties of the county executive, including veto 
powers and line and staff department control, may be 
defined in the charter, but must be consistent with the 
Charter Counties Act.10  This structure resembles the 
strong-mayor form of government adopted by many 
large cities.  The major difference is the constitutional 
provisions for individually elected county officers (sher-
iff, clerk, register of deeds, treasurer, and prosecuting 
attorney) continue to apply to charter counties.  Where 
all executive services are under the control of a strong 
mayor, not all of the executive services are under the 
control of the county executive.  

Of Michigan’s 83 counties, only two have adopted char-
ter status, both with an elected executive: Wayne and 
Macomb counties.  (See Appendix A for information 
on charter counties.)

County Government Accountability.  The tradi-
tional general law structure of county government 
with its multi-purpose commission and multi-headed 
executive, provides the least accountability, because 
credit or blame cannot clearly be placed on one elected 
position.  It has the benefit of being familiar and ac-
cepted, though its administrative weaknesses become 
increasingly visible as county government assumes 
more diverse and complex functions.  Next on the 
continuum is the optional unified form with a county 
administrator appointed by the commission, which 
transfers administrative functions to the administrator, 
but maintains control in the commission.  The optional 
unified form with an elected county executive with 
veto powers provides more centralized direction, but 

10	 PA 293 of 1966 (MCL 45.501-45.521).

Degree of Accountability Afforded through County Organizing Laws
Less Accountable								            More Accountable

General Law 	 	   Optional Unified 	 	   Optional Unified	 	       Charter  
County			    w/ Administrator		    w/ Elected Executive		       County
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is limited to the organization provided in the statute.  
At the opposite end of the continuum is the charter 
county, organized according to a plan adopted by the 
voters and led by an executive.11 

Of all the types of local government in Michigan, not 
one operates under a more antiquated structure than 
county government.  A Research Council report from 
1980 found “if the county is to reach its potential as a 
viable form of local government, its traditional form of 
organization, which spreads responsibility and account-
ability so broadly that decision-making is rendered 
arduous or even, at times, impossible, must be allowed 
to be changed.”12  Four counties have taken advantage 
of alternative organizational structures available to all 
counties, but the other 79 operate without a single 
executive officer to lead the government (though many 
of them employ an appointed county administrator).

County commissions share legislative and administra-
tive duties and power is disbursed among the many 
independently elected constitutional officers.  Power 
is further disseminated to the drain commissioner and 
the boards of county road commissioners.  In some 
counties, the broad distribution of power among many 
officials has created deadlocks in the budgeting pro-

11	 The Citizens Research Council of Michigan has a number 
of reports on county governance, including Report 326: 
A Bird’s Eye View of Local Government at the End of the 
Twentieth Century, August 1999; County Organization in 
Michigan, October 1989; Con-Con Research Paper No.  3: 
Constitutional Aspects of State-Local Relations – I, Munici-
pal and County Home Rule for Michigan, October 1961; and 
Special Report No. 360-10: Michigan Constitutional Issues, 
Article VII – Local Government, July 2010. 

12	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  County Home Rule, 
Background Paper No. II, July 1980.

cesses.  Even with charter county status, the Michigan 
Constitution requires the independent election of a 
sheriff, clerk, treasurer, register of deeds, and pros-
ecuting attorney.  Each of these officials is responsible 
for the operations of a county department, and even 
in those counties with an elected executive, power is 
not sufficiently centralized for that person to assume 
control of hiring and firing personnel or arranging the 
organization of those departments.  This is inescapable 
without amending the Michigan Constitution.  At times 
of economic contraction when many local governments 
are cutting the size of their budgets, the lack of a 
single executive officer with control over administra-
tion of the county, and a lack of budgetary control by 
the county commissioners, complicates the ability to 
manage the counties’ assets and operate within the 
resources available.  This basic structure has existed 
since statehood in the 1830s.

Other Forms of Local Governance
Counties provide a more regional form of government 
for Michigan residents.  The most local, or form of 
government that is closest to the people, is the city or 
township (and village in some instances).  Townships 
and some villages are authorized under general state 
law that prescribe their governmental structure and 
powers.  Cities and some villages have adopted their 
own charters under home rule powers that allow each 
government’s local populace to frame its own charter, 
determine how best to secure legislative representa-
tion, provide its own means for selecting the mayor and 
administrators of the city activities, define the powers 
that might be exercised, adopt nonpartisan at-large 
elections if it wished, and establish its own accounting 
and auditing controls.
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County Demographics
Michigan’s 83 counties boast much 
diversity in population sizes and 
makeup; land area and population 
density; and education, income, and 
poverty levels.  Diversity in county 
makeup equates to diversity in county 
needs.  Residents of a rural county 
in the Upper Peninsula have very 
diverse needs and will make very 
different requests upon their county 
governments than residents in an 
urban county in Southeast Michigan.  
Furthermore, counties in the northern 
and western Lower Peninsula that 
are on the lakeshore and have large 
tourist populations visit every year 
may have very different needs than 
inland counties without the regular 
influx of tourists.  

Population and Land Area
Michigan’s 83 counties range in popu-
lation size from just over 2,000 resi-
dents (population density of 4.1 resi-
dents per square mile) in Keweenaw 
County in the Upper Peninsula to 1.8 
million residents (population density 
of 2,906.4 residents per square mile) 
in Wayne County in Southeast Michi-
gan.13  Map 1 illustrates that, for the 
most part, counties in the bottom 
half of the Lower Peninsula are more 
densely populated than counties in 
Northern Michigan and the Upper Peninsula.  

Measuring county size based on area rather than 
population, the land area of Michigan counties ranges 
from 319.7 square miles in Benzie County on the lake-
shore in Northwest Michigan to 1,808.4 square miles 
in Marquette County in the Upper Peninsula.  Table 1 
shows that the majority of counties (over 60 percent) 
have between 400 and 700 square miles of land area.  
Michigan’s 83 counties, on average, have a land area 
size of 680.2 square miles, an average population of 

13	 Population data based on the U.S. Census Bureau 2010 
Census and 2015 Estimates.

Map 1  
Population Density of Michigan Counties, 2015 
(persons per square mile)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, American Community Survey 
5-year Estimates http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.

119,284 and an average population density of 175.1 
residents per square mile.  (See Appendix B for more 
county demographic data.)  

Urban Versus Rural Counties
The U.S.  Census Bureau defines urban populations as 
1) urbanized areas of densely developed territory that 
contain 50,000 or more people and 2) urban clusters 
of densely developed territory that have at least 2,500 
people but fewer than 50,000 people.  Rural areas 
consist of all territory located outside of urban areas.  
Data from the 2010 U.S. Census found that 74.6 per-
cent of Michigan residents reside in urban areas and 
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25.4 percent reside in rural areas.14 

The U.S. Census Bureau analyzes each county and de-
termines how urban or rural it is, i.e. what percentage 
of each county’s population lives in an urban versus a 
rural environment.  Over 65 percent of Michigan’s 83 
counties are considered predominantly rural.  Twelve 
Michigan counties are 100 percent rural, and an ad-
ditional 44 counties are more than 50 percent rural.15  
No county is deemed to be 100 percent urban, but 
Wayne County is 99.3 percent urban, Macomb County 
is 97.2 percent urban, and Oakland County is 95.2 
percent urban; seven more counties are more than 75 
percent urban.16  These 10 urban counties contain 63.0 
percent of the state’s population and have an average 
population density of 979.2 persons per square mile.  
The remaining 17 predominantly urban counties are 

14	 U.S. Census Bureau.  2010 Census of Population and Hous-
ing, Michigan 2010: Population and Housing Unit Counts, 
Issued July 2012 (https://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/
cph-2-24.pdf).

15	 Twelve counties include Antrim, Arenac, Baraga, Benzie, 
Keweenaw, Lake, Missaukee, Montmorency, Ogemaw, Onto-
nagon, Osceola, and Oscoda.

16	 Seven counties include Genesee, Ingham, Kalamazoo, Kent, 
Muskegon, Ottawa, and Washtenaw.

estimated to be between 50 and 75 percent urban.  

Table 2 (on pages 10 and 11) highlights the urban ver-
sus rural makeup of counties by showing the percent-
age of each county’s land area and population that is in 
cities, villages, charter townships, and townships.  This 
table also highlights the variance among the counties 
that range from Wayne County with almost 65 percent 
of its land area within a city and 28 percent more in 
charter townships, both urban forms of government, 
to Oscoda County with not one single city, village, or 
charter township government within the county.

Residents of urban counties have very different public 
service needs and wants than residents of rural coun-
ties.  In densely populated places:

•	 People’s actions are more likely to affect 
other people.

•	 More ordinances are adopted to control what 
residents can do.

•	 Planning and zoning actions are more signifi-
cant.

•	 Fire protection is needed not only to address 
a structure that is on fire, but to prevent 
damage from spreading to other structures 

Table 1  
County Land Area and Population Averages
			   Average  
	 Number of	 Average	 Population 
County Land Area	   Counties	 Population	 Density
  300 to 400 sq. mi.	 3	 18,211	 53.2
  400 to 500 sq. mi.	 9	 153,984	 325.5
  500 to 600 sq. mi.	 36	 67,677	 121.9
  600 to 700 sq. mi.	 6	 397,003	 642.7
  700 to 800 sq. mi.	 8	 127,835	 179.2
  800 to 900 sq. mi.	 9	 256,813	 301.9
 900 to 1,000 sq. mi.	 2	 25,745	 27.0
1,001 to 1,100 sq. mi.	 3	 23,807	 23.3
1,101 to 1,200 sq. mi.	 4	 18,083	 15.7
1,201 to 1,400 sq. mi.	 Ontonagon County	 6,298	 4.8
1,401 to 1,600 sq. mi.	 Chippewa County	 38,586	 24.8
1,601 to 1,900 sq. mi.	 Marquette County	 67,582	 37.4

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, 2010-2015 American Community Survey 5-year Estimates
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Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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nearby.
•	 Public transit is important to mitigate conges-

tion and reduce pollution.
•	 Higher traffic levels require an intensified po-

lice role to manage the interaction between 
drivers.17

One of the reasons people choose to live in an urban 
environment is because they desire a higher level of 
public services, including, but not limited to, trash pick-
up and recycling services, water and sewer services, 
parks and recreation services, and cultural events and 
services.  Furthermore, residents of urban environ-
ments require greater public safety and public health 
services simply due to the effects of so many people 
living so closely together.  While residents of both urban 
and rural counties expect and desire a minimal level of 
public health and safety services, residents of urban 
areas may require more specialized services, such as 

17	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 388: Reform-
ing Statutory Revenue Sharing, February 2015.

crime stopper programs and specialized investigative 
units or more community health services.  

Another important difference between residents of 
urban versus rural counties is that residents of urban 
counties are very likely to live inside the boundaries 
of a city, village, or charter township (see Table 2).  
These local units of government will provide varying 
degrees of public services with the most urban cities, 
villages, and townships providing their residents with 
the highest levels of services.  So, while it may be con-
cluded that some services could be better provided on 
a regional basis at the county level even in an urban 
environment, urban county residents may not demand 
higher service levels from their counties simply because 
they are already receiving them from another, more 
local, unit of government.  Rural county residents, 
while requiring fewer services on average than their 
urban counterparts, may require more services from 
the county level simply because they are more likely to 
live in an unincorporated township that provides little 
to no public services.



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Table 2 
Percent of County Land Area and Population in Cities, Villages, Charter Townships, and Townships
	 Cities	 Villages	 Charter Townships	 Townships
	 Land 		  Land 		  Land 		  Land 	  
County	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.
Wayne	 64.4%	 87.3%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 28.0%	 11.6%	 7.7%	 1.1%
Oakland	 30.7%	 61.2%	 2.1%	 3.3%	 52.1%	 35.1%	 17.2%	 3.6%
Macomb	 24.4%	 59.2%	 1.1%	 1.1%	 21.8%	 28.2%	 53.8%	 12.5%
Kent 	 15.5%	 65.0%	 0.5%	 1.2%	 26.2%	 18.7%	 58.3%	 16.3%
Genesee	 13.0%	 46.6%	 0.9%	 1.0%	 48.7%	 39.8%	 38.3%	 13.6%
Kalamazoo	 10.5%	 52.8%	 0.7%	 2.3%	 27.0%	 30.3%	 62.5%	 16.9%
Muskegon	 9.7%	 51.6%	 1.0%	 2.1%	 10.6%	 17.8%	 79.8%	 30.6%
Ingham	 9.0%	 62.6%	 0.6%	 1.1%	 11.7%	 24.7%	 79.3%	 12.7%
Calhoun	 8.0%	 54.5%	 0.5%	 3.0%	 13.6%	 22.0%	 78.4%	 23.5%
Ottawa	 6.1%	 26.9%	 0.2%	 1.1%	 46.0%	 48.4%	 48.0%	 24.7%
Midland	 5.5%	 51.7%	 0.2%	 1.1%	 12.9%	 13.0%	 81.6%	 35.4%
Washtenaw	 5.2%	 45.9%	 0.6%	 1.5%	 30.7%	 37.9%	 64.2%	 16.2%
Berrien	 4.0%	 27.7%	 1.1%	 5.1%	 22.2%	 36.1%	 73.8%	 36.3%
St. Clair	 3.2%	 36.1%	 0.4%	 1.2%	 9.8%	 16.0%	 87.1%	 47.9%
Bay	 3.0%	 40.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 29.6%	 39.7%	 67.3%	 20.3%
Saginaw	 2.7%	 32.6%	 1.1%	 3.6%	 11.9%	 29.4%	 85.4%	 38.0%
Dickinson	 2.6%	 60.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 8.5%	 21.6%	 88.9%	 17.8%
Shiawassee	 2.6%	 36.7%	 0.9%	 5.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 97.4%	 63.3%
Monroe	 2.4%	 19.8%	 1.2%	 5.7%	 16.6%	 27.6%	 81.0%	 52.6%
Eaton	 2.3%	 25.8%	 0.8%	 4.7%	 17.9%	 41.2%	 79.8%	 33.1%
Gratior	 2.1%	 39.9%	 0.4%	 5.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 97.9%	 60.1%
Lenawee	 2.1%	 35.4%	 1.1%	 9.5%	 8.9%	 14.9%	 89.0%	 49.7%
Charlevoix	 2.1%	 34.5%	 0.1%	 1.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 97.9%	 65.5%
Marquette	 1.9%	 47.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 6.3%	 16.1%	 91.9%	 36.0%
St. Joseph	 1.8%	 29.8%	 1.3%	 13.2%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.2%	 70.2%
Gogebic	 1.7%	 60.6%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 15.9%	 13.4%	 82.3%	 26.0%
Allegan	 1.7%	 20.4%	 0.2%	 1.0%	 4.2%	 5.7%	 94.1%	 73.9%
Grand Traverse	 1.7%	 18.7%	 0.3%	 2.5%	 5.8%	 17.8%	 92.5%	 63.5%
Branch	 1.6%	 33.0%	 0.7%	 8.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.4%	 67.0%
Jackson	 1.6%	 22.9%	 0.8%	 3.4%	 11.2%	 17.3%	 87.3%	 59.8%
Wexford	 1.5%	 36.8%	 0.7%	 3.8%	 5.8%	 9.7%	 92.8%	 53.5%
Alpena	 1.5%	 36.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.5%	 63.9%
Ionia	 1.5%	 32.9%	 1.1%	 10.1%	 5.5%	 2.2%	 92.9%	 64.9%
Arenac	 1.5%	 17.1%	 0.8%	 5.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.5%	 82.9%
Delta	 1.4%	 47.2%	 0.1%	 0.6%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.6%	 52.8%
Hillsdale	 1.4%	 23.3%	 1.0%	 9.9%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.6%	 76.7%
Isabella	 1.3%	 41.0%	 0.3%	 3.0%	 5.1%	 12.0%	 93.7%	 47.0%
Livingston	 1.3%	 10.2%	 0.6%	 3.3%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.7%	 89.8%
Montcalm	 1.2%	 17.3%	 0.9%	 8.3%	 4.2%	 5.3%	 94.6%	 77.3%
Lapeer	 1.2%	 14.7%	 1.1%	 7.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.8%	 85.3%
Mecosta	 1.1%	 26.8%	 0.6%	 3.7%	 11.9%	 15.9%	 87.1%	 57.3%
Clinton	 1.1%	 18.8%	 1.1%	 8.3%	 18.4%	 36.9%	 80.6%	 44.3%
Clare	 1.1%	 16.9%	 0.2%	 2.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 98.9%	 83.1%
Iron	 1.0%	 47.9%	 0.2%	 3.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.0%	 52.1%
Mason	 1.0%	 34.0%	 0.6%	 2.4%	 2.9%	 7.9%	 96.2%	 58.1%



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Table 2 (continued) 

	 Cities	 Villages	 Charter Townships	 Townships
	 Land 		  Land 		  Land 		  Land 	  
County	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.	 Area	 Pop.
Presque Isle	 1.0%	 29.9%	 0.3%	 3.9%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.0%	 70.1%
Emmet	 1.0%	 24.3%	 1.3%	 7.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.0%	 75.7%
Iosco	 1.0%	 19.9%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 25.3%	 34.7%	 73.7%	 45.5%
Newaygo	 1.0%	 17.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 4.1%	 5.1%	 94.9%	 77.8%
Van Buren	 1.0%	 13.4%	 1.7%	 12.5%	 3.0%	 5.3%	 96.0%	 81.3%
Chippewa	 0.9%	 42.9%	 0.2%	 1.1%	 7.7%	 15.4%	 91.4%	 41.7%
Cheboygan	 0.9%	 20.0%	 0.1%	 1.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.1%	 80.0%
Barry	 0.9%	 12.5%	 1.0%	 9.4%	 11.8%	 11.6%	 87.3%	 75.9%
Cass	 0.8%	 12.0%	 0.9%	 8.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.2%	 88.0%
Mackinac	 0.7%	 26.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.3%	 73.2%
Sanilac	 0.7%	 19.4%	 0.9%	 10.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.3%	 80.6%
Osceola	 0.7%	 18.0%	 0.8%	 9.9%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.3%	 82.0%
Menominee	 0.6%	 39.5%	 0.3%	 3.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.4%	 60.5%
Manistee	 0.6%	 26.9%	 0.8%	 8.8%	 2.9%	 9.0%	 96.5%	 64.1%
Alger	 0.6%	 25.7%	 0.3%	 2.3%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.4%	 74.3%
Gladwin	 0.6%	 15.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.4%	 84.2%
Houghton	 0.5%	 31.5%	 0.2%	 13.9%	 14.5%	 28.2%	 85.0%	 40.3%
Otsego	 0.5%	 15.8%	 0.2%	 2.5%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.5%	 84.2%
Huron	 0.4%	 14.7%	 1.1%	 21.3%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.6%	 85.3%
Crawford	 0.4%	 13.7%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.6%	 86.3%
Ogemaw	 0.4%	 12.2%	 0.2%	 1.3%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.6%	 87.8%
Missaukee	 0.4%	 10.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.6%	 89.6%
Benzie	 0.4%	 9.5%	 1.2%	 14.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.6%	 90.5%
Schoolcraft	 0.3%	 40.2%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.7%	 59.8%
Tuscola	 0.3%	 4.8%	 1.5%	 22.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.7%	 95.2%
Oceana	 0.2%	 7.3%	 1.2%	 23.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.8%	 92.7%
Alcona	 0.1%	 4.4%	 0.1%	 3.1%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 99.9%	 95.6%
Antrim	 0.0%	 0.0%	 1.2%	 24.9%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Leelanau	 0.0%	 0.0%	 1.0%	 7.7%	 5.8%	 20.3%	 94.2%	 79.7%
Baraga	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.5%	 38.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Lake	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.4%	 12.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Ontonagon	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.3%	 22.6%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Kalkaska	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.3%	 13.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Roscommon	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.3%	 4.4%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Montmorency	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.2%	 6.6%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Luce	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.1%	 38.2%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Keewanaw	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 6.8%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%
Oscoda	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 0.0%	 100.0%	 100.0%

Numbers do not always add up to 100 percent because land area and population in villages are also included in 
township totals as village residents are also township residents and village land remains part of the township. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 U.S. Census Population and Land Area data.  Citizens Research Council of 
Michigan calculations; if a municipality was in two counties, the Research Council counted the land area and 
population all in the county that the majority of the city was in.
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ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.

Official Research Paper

Lorem Ipsum Research Paper Title
Lorem Ipsum Sub-Heading

115 West Allegan Suite 480   |   Lansing, MI 48933   |   crcmich.org pg. 1

12

Counties in Michigan: An Exercise in Regional Government 

Local Government Revenue
Local government revenue in Michigan consist primarily 
of property tax revenue and revenue from some other 
local-option taxes; state revenue sharing and other 
state aid; charges and fees; and federal grants and 
aid.  The two revenue sources that the majority of lo-
cal units rely most heavily on are property tax revenue 
and state revenue sharing.  Some local units (cities 
and counties) are authorized to levy taxes other than 
the property tax, but, for the most part, local govern-
ments are limited to the property tax.  Michigan’s local 
government revenue structure works well during good 
economic times when revenues are plenty; it becomes 
very difficult during economic declines when state rev-
enues and property values and taxes are declining.  The 
current system leads to very little variety in revenue 
capabilities among the different levels of government 
and competition among local units for the same rev-
enues.  A major factor contributing to the financial 
problems of many local units is revenue inflexibility 
caused by constitutional and statutory limitations.18

Local governments in various other states have dif-
fering levels of dependence on property, income, and 
sales taxes as the primary sources of local revenue, 
thereby minimizing the dependence on a single source 
of revenue.  Michigan’s local government revenue 
structure is also unique due to the state’s distribution 
of unrestricted state revenue sharing to local units of 
government.  While restricted revenue sharing is quite 
common, unrestricted state revenue sharing is less 
common among the 50 states.

Local Property Tax
The property tax has long been a mainstay of Michigan 
local government finances and is a critical source of 
local revenue.  Property taxes are authorized to every 
type of local government in Michigan – counties, cit-
ies, villages, townships, school districts, intermediate 
school districts, community college districts, and some 
special authorities – and are also levied by the state.  
Finances vary among local governments, but property 
tax revenue generally contributes about one quarter 
of the total revenue generated by counties; one-third 

18	 Great Lakes Economic Consulting.  Michigan’s Great Disin-
vestment: How State Policies Have Forced our Communities 
into Fiscal Crisis, April 2016.

of the total revenue generated by cities that levy an 
income tax; one-half of the total revenue in all other 
cities and large townships; and the majority of revenue 
in smaller townships.19 

As local governments have grown and modernized 
over the past century, they have often assumed re-
sponsibility for an expanded menu of services, thereby 
becoming more sophisticated in their operations lead-
ing to property taxpayers assuming increasingly larger 
tax burdens to fund growing costs.  This was further 
exacerbated by the overlapping units of local govern-
ment in Michigan, which led to overlapping growing 
tax burdens for property taxpayers.  These growing 
tax burdens and the over-dependence on the local 
property tax led to the passage of a number of property 
tax limitations over the last half century.  The depen-
dence on the property tax also has created incentives 
for local governments to compete against each other 
for tax resources in the form of tax incentives and 
uncoordinated economic development efforts.  

State Revenue Sharing
The state has shared state collected revenue with coun-
ties since enactment of the state individual income tax 
in 1967.  Like the distributions to cities, villages, and 
townships at the time, the distribution to counties was 
done on a per capita basis.  However, when the statu-
tory distribution to cities, villages, and townships was 
altered in 1971 to recognize the varying fiscal capacity 
of individual governments to fund services from their 
own resources, the distribution to counties remained 
unchanged.  

When the state started cutting revenue sharing pay-
ments to cities, villages, and townships during the 
Great Recession, the state struck a deal with counties 
to pause revenue sharing payments starting in Fiscal 
Year (FY) 2005.  The loss of those revenue sharing 
payments was temporarily offset by funds established 
by a one-time collection of county taxes in the sum-

19	 See Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 394: The 
Prolonged Recovery of Michigan’s Taxable Values, December 
2016 and Michigan Department of Treasury, F65 Govern-
ment Fiscal Data Portal (https://f65.mitreasury.msu.edu/) 
for more information.
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mer rather than the winter.  By shifting from winter to 
summer tax collections, counties collected taxes twice 
in their fiscal years.  For most counties, this substi-
tute funding was equal to several times their annual 
revenue sharing payment.  This process provided a 
pool of money for each county that could be tapped 
into to replace state revenue sharing payments for 
several years, until each county’s pool was exhausted.  
As long as a county’s pool of money contained funds, 
that county was required to draw its “revenue sharing” 
payments from that pool in an amount that increased 
each year by the rate of inflation.  In 2004, the year 
before the change, county taxes totaled $1.9 billion 
statewide; revenue sharing distributions to counties 
were less than one-tenth of that amount.  Twelve years 
later, all but seven counties have used up their pool 
of surplus funds and are receiving revenue sharing 
payments again.

Other Local Taxes and Fees
Counties and cities have been authorized to levy some 
other taxes to fund particular services or to diversify 
their revenue sources.  A Michigan State University 
Extension paper compared county revenue sources in 
Michigan to states across the country.20  Of seven local 
option taxes reviewed, counties in Michigan only had 
access to one: selective sales taxes (e.g., hotel taxes, 
vehicle rental taxes, and telephone taxes).  Only seven 
other states provide counties with no local revenue 
options other than some selective sales taxes and the 
property tax.21 

Two states, Maryland and Illinois, allow counties to levy 
an income tax.  Currently, only cities in Michigan have 
access to local-option income taxes.22  Local govern-
ments are often reluctant to implement local-option 
income taxes due to both the administrative burden in-
volved and the potential for negative perception versus 
their neighboring jurisdictions that do not impose an 
income tax.  These issues could be overcome by pig-

20	 Kleine, Robert, Center for Local Government Finance and 
Policy, Michigan State University Extension.  County Rev-
enue Options, November 2016 (http://msue.anr.msu.edu/
uploads/resources/pdfs/County_Revenue_Options_Octo-
ber_2016.pdf).

21	 Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, Montana, New Hamp-
shire, Rhode Island, and Vermont.

22	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 388: Reform-
ing Statutory Revenue Sharing, February 2015.

gybacking on the state income tax for implementation 
and by imposing a local-option income tax regionally 
(either at the county level or through regional coor-
dination of all municipalities).  In Maryland, counties 
are able to piggyback on the state income tax up to 50 
percent of the rate; the income tax accounts for 18.6 
percent of county revenue.  In Illinois, it accounts for 
13.2 percent.  

Thirty-two states allow counties to levy a local-option 
sales tax.23  Nationwide, the sales tax accounts for 6.1 
percent of county revenue; in 13 states it counts for 
10 percent or more of county revenue.24  Authorizing 
a local sales tax in Michigan would require amending 
several sections of Article IX of the Michigan Constitu-
tion that deal with tax rate limitations and the dedica-
tion of revenue to school operations and state revenue 
sharing.  Once again, a local-option sales tax could 
be adopted at either the county level or regionally to 
minimize negative inter-jurisdictional impacts.

Seven states allow counties to levy a motor fuel tax.25  
The only state that raises significant revenue from 
the motor fuel tax is Florida, where it accounts for 
2.4 percent of county general revenue.  Twelve states 
allow counties to levy a tax on alcohol.26 Seven states 
allow counties to levy a tax on tobacco.27  Alcohol and 
tobacco taxes account for less than one percent of 
county revenue.  Thirty-one states allow counties to 
levy taxes on public utilities.28  In Michigan, only the 

23	 Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, 
Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, Minne-
sota, Missouri, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, 
North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, 
Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.

24	 Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kansas, Louisiana, Missouri, 
New Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Utah, Washing-
ton, and Wyoming.

25	 Alabama, Florida, Illinois, Mississippi, Nevada, Oregon, and 
Virginia.

26	 Alabama, Alaska, Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana, New Mexico, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennes-
see, and West Virginia.

27	 Alabama, Alaska, Colorado, Illinois, Missouri, Ohio, and 
Virginia.

28	 Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, 
Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Ken-
tucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, 
Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, 
South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Virginia, Wash-
ington, West Virginia, and Wyoming.
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City of Detroit has authority to levy a utility users excise 
tax.  The only states that raise a significant source of 
revenue from a sales tax on public utilities are Hawaii 
(5.0 percent) and Florida (2.2 percent).  And finally, 
43 states allow their counties to levy selective sales 
taxes.29  In Michigan, the City of Detroit has author-
ity to levy a tax on casino gaming and counties have 
access to selective sales taxes.  The only states that 
generate a significant source of revenue from selec-
tive sales taxes are Nevada (4.9 percent), Utah (4.6 
percent), Georgia (3.1 percent), South Carolina (2.3 
percent), and Florida (2.0 percent).  

Many local units in Michigan also charge fees for ser-
vices to fund those services directly and to supplement 
their revenue.

County Revenue
A review of 2015 county general fund and all other 
governmental funds revenue sources shows that 
counties, on average, relied on property tax revenue 
for 34.0 percent of their general fund revenues; in-
tergovernmental revenue from the state government, 
which includes state revenue sharing, for 17.3 percent 
of their revenue; and other services and fees for 14.0 
percent of their revenue.  The remaining revenue 
came from parks and recreation fees; licenses and 
permits; interests, rents, and royalties; fines and for-
feits; federal contributions; contributions from other 
local governments; and other revenue (see Table 3).  
While the county average provides a good basis for 
understanding county revenue and where county funds 
come from, variation exists among the counties.

In 2015, county revenue per capita ranged from 
$1,289.60 in Lake County to $307.90 per capita in 
Montcalm County.  Property taxes made up the larg-
est portion of the average county’s revenue, but they 
ranged from $120.70 per capita in Ionia County to 
$548.10 per capita in Lake County.  The average prop-
erty tax revenue per capita was $200.90.  State con-
tributions, not including state revenue sharing, ranged 
from nothing reported in Alger County to $418.60 in 
Lake County; the average county recorded $81.35 in 
state contributions per capita.  Alger County reported 

29	 The only states that do not allow these taxes are Connecti-
cut, Hawaii, Maine, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 
and Vermont.

the highest state revenue sharing per capita at $87.20; 
15 counties recorded no state revenue sharing.  The 
average state revenue sharing per capita was $20.63.

Other services and fees were reported by all counties 
and ranged from $24.70 per capita in Bay County to 
$376.70 per capita in Muskegon County; the average 
was $82.58 per capita.  Federal contributions were 
recorded in all counties except Jackson and Mason 
counties and had a high of $130.90 per capita in Man-
istee County.  Contributions from other local govern-
ments were less common with 25 counties reporting 
none and a high of $57.10 in Grand Traverse County.  
Other revenue varied from $3.70 in Charlevoix County 
to $308.70 in Macomb County.  Most counties reported 
small sources of revenue from licenses and permits 
(average $3.56 per capita); interests, rents, and royal-
ties (average $9.06 per capita); and fines and forfeits 
(average $1.98 per capita).

A 2016 report by the National Association of Coun-
ties (NACo) found that, on average, counties in the 
United States derive 76 percent of their revenues 
from their own sources (e.g., taxes and fees) and 24 
percent from other sources (e.g., intergovernmental 
transfers).   Michigan is close to the national averages, 
with Michigan counties, on average, receiving 74.7 
percent of their general fund and other governmental 
fund revenue from own sources in 2015 (this includes 
all revenue sources from Table 3 except state revenue 
sharing, state contributions, federal contributions, and 
contributions from other local governments).  The re-
port also found that counties receive a small portion 
of the total property tax revenue collected in the state, 
averaging only 23.7 percent across the country and 
less than 10 percent in five states, including Michigan.   
Many states distribute a portion of the state’s general 
tax revenue to counties and other local governments 
(e.g., some, like Michigan, transfer a part of their sales 
tax revenue, others a part of income tax or other tax 
revenue).  This partially covers county costs associated 
with state mandated programs.  The NACo report found 
that 93 percent of state and federal funding used by a 
county is restricted to specific activities.
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sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Table 3 (continued)
	

 		


 	
 							










Contributions 
	

 State 	
 	

 		


 	
 	

 Licenses 	
 Interests, 	

 Fines 	
 	

 from
 	

  
	

Revenue	
State	

Property	
Parks and	

Other	
Other	

and	
Rents, and	

and	
Federal	

Other Local	
 

County  	
Sharing  	

Contributions	
Taxes	

Recreation	
Services*	

Revenue	
Perm

its	
Royalties	

Forfeits	
Contributions	

Governm
ents	

Total
Oceana 	

 20.40 	
 70.00 	

 343.60 	
  -	

   78.10 	
 11.90 	

 13.70 	
   8.10 	

   0.80 	
 15.90 	

 -	
 592.60 

Presque Isle 	
  5.70 	

 84.50 	
 360.20 	

  0.70 	
   38.60 	

 27.00 	
   -	

   0.30 	
   1.40 	

   9.60 	
 6.10 	

 587.00 
Lapeer	

 22.20 	
 43.80 	

 142.90 	
  1.90 	

 272.40 	
 36.00 	

   6.60 	
   3.80 	

   3.90 	
 25.40 	

 -	
 585.00 

Iosco 	
 20.90 	

 54.90 	
 210.30 	

  -	
 163.60 	

 34.90 	
   9.60 	

   1.60 	
   1.60 	

 45.50 	
 2.60 	

 578.00 
Dickinson 	

  -	
 72.90 	

 348.20 	
 11.50 	

   53.80 	
 31.70 	

 13.30 	
 15.10 	

   -	
 17.90 	

 6.70 	
 571.10 

W
exford 	

  -	
 70.90 	

 263.50 	
  -	

   65.60 	
 10.10 	

   0.80 	
   3.00 	

   0.90 	
 33.20 	

 0.70 	
 548.70 

Arenac 	
  -	

 49.30 	
 297.80 	

  -	
   70.90 	

 49.90 	
   5.60 	

   0.20 	
   2.50 	

 26.70 	
 -	

 543.70 
Gogebic 	

 21.50 	
 42.10 	

 226.30 	
  -	

   76.10 	
  8.20 	

   0.40 	
   8.70 	

   1.50 	
 71.30 	

   11.90 	
 538.90 

Genesee 	
 23.90 	

 77.50 	
 180.20 	

  5.20 	
   32.20 	

  6.90 	
   4.40 	

   3.10 	
   3.60 	

  118.80 	
 -	

 521.50 
Kent	

 19.10 	
 58.90 	

 192.60 	
  3.30 	

   44.50 	
 47.60 	

   4.00 	
 22.00 	

   1.10 	
 30.00 	

 2.60 	
 518.60 

M
issaukee 	

 18.80 	
 53.30 	

 259.50 	
  6.30 	

   88.30 	
 12.60 	

   1.20 	
   6.10 	

   0.20 	
 32.00 	

 4.00 	
 517.50 

M
enom

inee 	
 22.30 	

 43.10 	
 290.80 	

  9.30 	
   54.90 	

  6.70 	
   0.20 	

   5.10 	
   6.20 	

 24.30 	
   17.90 	

 512.70 
Clare 	

 21.00 	
 41.70 	

 201.10 	
  -	

   96.60 	
 37.00 	

   8.70 	
 13.50 	

   2.10 	
 23.50 	

   14.50 	
 499.30 

Branch 	
 22.20 	

 34.90 	
 225.00 	

 12.20 	
   58.30 	

  49.00 	
   1.90 	

 10.80 	
   2.50 	

 14.60 	
   13.30 	

 494.50 
Van Buren 	

 20.40 	
 41.40 	

 222.30 	
  -	

   63.10 	
  3.70 	

   2.40 	
 11.40 	

   3.00 	
 34.20 	

 7.20 	
 492.70 

Gladw
in 	

  -	
 54.70 	

 242.30 	
  -	

   67.10 	
 25.10 	

 11.70 	
   0.40 	

   0.20 	
 18.30 	

 -	
 489.20 

Tuscola 	
 20.30 	

 36.60 	
 186.10 	

  -	
   68.20 	

 15.30 	
 11.30 	

   8.90 	
   1.50 	

 64.50 	
   10.00 	

 485.70 
Clinton 	

 23.40 	
 23.00 	

 190.80 	
  -	

   61.60 	
 50.10 	

   2.30 	
   1.60 	

   3.70 	
 11.50 	

 -	
 469.00 

Kalam
azoo 	

 20.00 	
 57.10 	

 201.30 	
  4.60 	

   35.50 	
 30.70 	

   4.70 	
   2.80 	

   5.10 	
 32.00 	

   14.50 	
 468.90 

Allegan 	
  -	

 67.80 	
 196.60 	

  0.30 	
   82.50 	

 15.60 	
   5.30 	

   8.50 	
   2.60 	

 18.80 	
 7.70 	

 467.90 
St. Joseph	

 22.50 	
 39.70 	

 188.80 	
  1.10 	

   34.30 	
 15.70 	

   2.80 	
   1.70 	

   5.20 	
 17.70 	

 3.40 	
 467.10 

M
onroe 	

 20.70 	
 59.90 	

 212.70 	
  0.10 	

   51.40 	
 16.90 	

   3.70 	
   4.60 	

  1.60 	
 26.70 	

   14.80 	
 460.20 

M
ecosta 	

 19.70 	
 52.30 	

 205.80 	
  -	

   33.60 	
 59.10 	

   5.70 	
   3.40 	

  23.90 	
 17.00 	

 5.60 	
 456.70 

Lenaw
ee 	

 20.50 	
 64.80 	

 187.40 	
  -	

   46.90 	
 22.20 	

 13.80 	
   1.80 	

   4.90 	
 26.00 	

 -	
 447.40 

Delta 	
 21.90 	

 62.20 	
 209.60 	

  -	
   44.70 	

  9.40 	
   5.00 	

   4.50 	
   6.60 	

 30.60 	
   13.80 	

 445.90 
Eaton 	

 20.40 	
 45.70 	

 224.80 	
  0.70 	

   34.40 	
 14.30 	

   5.80 	
   3.10 	

   3.30 	
 14.80 	

   31.00 	
 443.80 

Hillsdale 	
 20.40 	

 21.40 	
 183.40 	

  0.20 	
   43.30 	

 67.90 	
   1.50 	

 37.70 	
   9.80 	

   8.90 	
 8.80 	

 438.80 
Oakland	

 20.10 	
 36.30 	

 166.30 	
  -	

 104.20 	
 18.50 	

   -	
   2.00 	

   -	
 26.00 	

 9.80 	
 438.00 

Cass 	
 21.40 	

 34.90 	
 239.50 	

  0.40 	
   44.90 	

  9.70 	
   2.70 	

   3.20 	
   3.10 	

 28.00 	
 6.80 	

 437.40 
Baraga	

 21.70 	
 68.80 	

 282.80 	
  -	

   40.30 	
  8.10 	

   0.60 	
   0.30 	

   0.40 	
   8.20 	

 -	
 437.30 

Barry 	
 19.30 	

 39.60 	
 252.20 	

  2.20 	
   32.40 	

  8.50 	
   2.20 	

   4.20 	
   0.40 	

 21.60 	
 4.60 	

 422.80 
Gratiot 	

 20.60 	
 43.00 	

 241.30 	
  0.30 	

   51.40 	
 18.30 	

   5.50 	
   0.30 	

   1.90 	
 17.70 	

   15.50 	
 420.70 

Livingston 	
 19.20 	

 32.50 	
 159.00 	

  -	
   98.70 	

 23.20 	
   4.20 	

   8.00 	
   1.70 	

 25.20 	
 -	

 408.70 
Isabella 	

 17.60 	
 51.80 	

 182.60 	
  -	

   56.70 	
 12.30 	

   7.00 	
   9.40 	

   2.90 	
 14.20 	

 3.60 	
 392.10 

Ionia	
 18.30 	

 27.90 	
  120.70 	

  -	
   55.90 	

 28.80 	
   8.00 	

   2.20 	
   3.30 	

 44.80 	
 -	

 345.70 
Shiaw

assee 	
 20.90 	

 39.30 	
 132.70 	

  -	
   56.20 	

  7.70 	
   6.30 	

  0.10 	
   2.10 	

 23.80 	
 5.00 	

 319.90 
Houghton	

 48.40 	
 11.50 	

 153.90 	
  -	

   37.80 	
 14.40 	

   9.10 	
   6.20 	

   -	
 11.60 	

 2.30 	
 315.80 

M
ontcalm

 	
 18.90 	

 29.10 	
 137.80 	

  0.30 	
   53.00 	

  7.20 	
   2.40 	

 16.00 	
   1.60 	

 17.60 	
 -	

 307.90 

	
											
















County Average	
 $ 20.63 	

 $ 81.35 	
 $ 200.90 	

 $ 1.94 	
 $ 82.58 	

 $ 55.86 	
 $ 3.56 	

 $ 9.06 	
 $ 1.98 	

 $ 38.05 	
 $ 8.94 	

 $ 590.20 
Percent of Total	

3.5%
	

13.8%
	

34.0%
	

0.3%
	

14.0%
	

9.5%
	

0.6%
	

1.5%
	

0.3%
	

6.4%
	

1.5%
	

100.0%

* includes parking, airports, housing, etc.
Interfund Transfers not show

n, w
hich is w

hy totals don’t add up to 100 percent
Source: M

unetrix data and calculations, M
unicipal DataXplorer, General Funds and All Other Governm

ental Funds Revenues, F65 Line Num
bers (w

w
w.m

unetrix.com
)
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County Taxable Values.  
Looking at the taxable value 
per capita in counties, the 
variance among counties is 
evident (see Map 2).  In 
2015, the taxable value per 
capita of all counties was 
$33,159 (see Appendix C).  
At the individual county level, 
35 counties had a taxable 
value per capita below the 
total for all counties; Gen-
esee County had the lowest 
taxable value per capita at 
$20,452.  This is due in part 
to the tax base loss in the 
City of Flint, which has lost 
66 percent of its taxable value 
since 2000 when adjusting for 
inflation and has experienced 
the greatest percentage tax 
base loss among local govern-
ments in Michigan.30  Leela-
nau County had the highest 
taxable value per capita at 
$116,258.  Thirteen other 
counties had taxable values 
per capita above $50,000; 
these counties can all be 
found in Northern Michigan 
and the Upper Peninsula and 
likely reflect the fact that 
many people vacation there 
and few live there year round 
leading to a high taxable 
value in vacation homes and 
rental properties and a low 
population to spread the 
taxable value across.  The 
remaining 34 counties have a taxable value per capita 
somewhere between $33,159 and $50,000.  

30	 See Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 394: The 
Prolonged Recovery of Michigan’s Taxable Values, December 
2016 for more information.

Map 2  
Relative Property Wealth of Michigan Counties, 2015

Source: Michigan Department of Treasury,  http://www.michigan.gov/trea-
sury/0,1607,7-121-1751_2228_21957_45819---,00.html; U.S. Census Bureau, 
2010 Census population data; CRC calculations.
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Local Government Service Provision
At the federal level, government provides for defense 
of the nation and management of the currency.  The 
federal government has assumed roles managing a 
social security system and a welfare program and it 
collects funds that are sent to the states and local 
governments for the provision of services.  The state 
government provides for a system of public education, 
both K-12 education and higher education; operates 
courts of justice and corrections programs; and pro-
vides the welfare services funded primarily by the 
federal government.  The local level of government 
provides most services that directly affect people, 
including public safety, water and sewer, refuse collec-
tion, and parks and recreation, among many others.  
The services and functions provided by the different 
types of local government are affected by federal laws 
and regulations; the state constitution, state statutes 
and regulations, and attorney general opinions; county 
charters, ordinances, and resolutions; city charters, 
ordinances, and resolutions; and the actions taken 
and ordinances passed by township and village boards.  
Some services and functions overlap; some services 
and functions are provided predominantly by one type 
of government.

When focusing on county government, it is important 
to keep in mind that the election of executive officials 
(treasurer, clerk, register of deeds, etc.) and original 
governance model with boards of supervisors was to 
perform administrative roles on behalf of the state 
government.  The clerks were to play a role in tracking 
births, deaths, marriages, and so on.  The registers 
of deeds were to track ownership of property.  The 
county sheriffs were to keep the peace and the county 
prosecutors were to argue on behalf of the people 
against those charged with crimes.  For the state to 
carry out these functions on its own would be very 
labor intensive.  Over time, counties have evolved 
from administrative arms of the state government to 
regional local governments with increased authority to 
deliver local services.  

Some states have legally classified their local govern-
ments in order to differentiate the powers and respon-
sibilities possessed by each type of local government.  
Conversely, legislative changes in Michigan over the 
past century have served to further confuse the roles 
of local government by increasing the powers of 

some units relative to others (e.g., giving villages and 
townships powers previously reserved only for cities).  
With so many local governments in Michigan, local 
government service provision becomes complicated, 
to say the least.

The Research Council collected data on local govern-
ment service delivery in 2005 to create its catalog 
of local government services in an effort to see how 
counties and municipalities were providing services 
and in what areas they were cooperating to provide 
services.33  That data informs this section on local gov-
ernment services, which are categorized into core or 
mandated services, public safety services, “essential” 
services, and discretionary services.  

Core or Mandated Services
Local governments have little or no latitude in deciding 
whether to provide some services.  Mandated services 
are required by the constitution or state statute to be 
provided by a specific level of local government.  Core 
services are so vital to the operation of local govern-
ment that the government cannot function without 
them.  Local governments can only determine the 
level of service provided for core or mandated services 
(if the level is not determined by the state or federal 
government).  

Functions that are mandated by law to be provided by 
a certain level of government must be provided that 
way unless and until state law is changed or repealed.  
However, mandated functions and services are not 
always clear and easy to understand and provide.  
A 2009 Michigan State University paper provides a 
description of mandates in Michigan and detailed in-
formation on mandated services and offices.34  Some 

33	 Surveys were mailed to every city, village, township, and 
county government in 24 Michigan counties.  While these 
670 units represented only 36 percent of Michigan’s general 
purpose units of government, they represented 78 percent 
of the total state population.  With a 70 percent response 
rate from these 670 government units, the Research Council 
was able to create a catalog of local government service 
provision.

34	 Scorsone, Eric.  State and Local Government Program, 
Michigan State University.  Mandated Services and Offices in 
Michigan County Government, April 2009.
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offices are mandated (e.g., county sheriff), but the 
mandate for the elected official does not mean that 
every service provided or desired by that official is 
therefore mandated as well.  In the case of the county 
sheriff, Michigan court cases set forth the common law 
duties of the sheriff’s department, including service 
of process, execution of court orders, and arrest and 
detention of suspected criminals.  Michigan statutes 
define other duties as well, including management of 
the county jail and recovery of drowned bodies.  Other 
functions are mandated as a condition of accepting 
grant funds (e.g., DARE programs, supplemental road 
patrol functions) or reaching agreements with local 
units (e.g., dedicated deputy), but absent those grant 
funds or agreements the county is under no obligation 
to perform functions.  Other sheriff functions may be 
completely voluntary.

In other instances, services are not mandated to be 
provided, but become mandated once a local unit 
chooses to provide them.  The state Mental Health 
Code requires counties to pay 10 percent of the cost 
of mental health services provided to county residents.  
Every county in the state has elected to organize to 
deliver community mental health services (either 
through its own county level agency, a multi-county 
community mental health organization, or through a 
single or multi-county entity known as a community 
mental health authority).  Once the counties decided 
to provide community mental health services, they 
became subject to a mandate to provide certain mental 
health services and activities.

Furthermore, some mandates define the required level 
of service (e.g., federal or state agency regulations that 
provide specific guidelines on how a function must be 
carried out); however, most constitutional and statu-
tory mandates take the form of a general mandate to 
provide a specific function or service.  Michigan court 
cases have set a “minimally serviceable level” standard.  
A serviceable level is not the optimal level; a function 
funded at a serviceable level will be carried out in a 
barely adequate manner, but it will be carried out.35

While each government (county, city, village, and 
township) has core functions that are performed in 
the normal course of business, most of the mandated 

35	 Ibid.

services are performed by counties.  This is an exten-
sion of the county role as an administrative arm of the 
state, performing recordkeeping, public safety, and 
criminal justice services to alleviate the state of the 
need to station personnel throughout the state.

Legislative Services.  Legislative functions are a 
core government service; no local government can 
function without a council or board of some form to 
make legislative decisions.  In general law and optional 
unified counties, the state constitution and state stat-
utes mandate their legislative structure.  In charter 
counties, their boards of commissioners are structured 
by state law and county charter.  In cities and home 
rule villages, their legislative bodies are determined 
by their charters.  In general law villages, state law 
mandates a village council.  And in townships, the 
constitution and state statute determine the structure 
of the township board.36

Clerk.  A clerk keeps the records and performs the rou-
tine business of a court, legislature, or board.  As clerk 
of the board of commissioners, county clerks maintain 
records of board proceedings, record resolutions and 
decisions, and record all votes.  Clerks are in charge 
of vital records for the county population, including 
birth records, marriage licenses, death records, visas, 
and concealed weapons permits.  County clerks also 
have responsibilities over some election services and 
functions.  At the local level, the clerk serves as the 
clerk of the governing body, maintains a record of the 
governing body’s proceedings and votes, oversees 
elections, and signs most contracts along with the lo-
cal unit’s chief administrative officer.37  In counties and 
townships, the clerk function is written into the state 
constitution; in cities and villages, state law determines 
the clerk function.38

36	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 7) and 
PA 156 of 1851 (MCL 46.1-46.32); PA 293 of 1966 (MCL 
45.501-45.521); PA 278 and 279 of 1909; PA 3 of 1895 
(MCL 61.1-75.12); and 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article 
VII, Section 18) and PA 359 of 1947 (MCL 42.1-42.34).

37	 Vanderberg, Alan.  Michigan Local Government Structure, 
Services and Practices, prepared as an informational re-
source for the Michigan Civics Institute Local Government 
Curriculum Development Project, July 8-13, 2002.  This 
document provided a lot of background information used in 
this paper on what services local governments provide.

38	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Sections 4, 14, and 
18); PA 279 of 1909 (MCL 117.3); PA 278 of 1909 (MCL 
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Register of Deeds.  The state constitution mandates 
that citizens of each county elect a register of deeds; 
however county boards of commissioners can com-
bine the offices of clerk and register of deeds (in both 
general law and charter counties).39  The register of 
deeds serves as the repository for the official records 
of real property in the county and registers and records 
deeds for every conveyance of real estate within the 
county and all related documents.  

Treasurer.  The office of treasurer can be found at all 
levels of local government.  Treasurers’ general duties 
are formulated around revenue collection, the payment 
of expenses, and the investment of funds.  In counties 
and townships, the treasurer function is written into the 
state constitution.  In cities and general law villages, 
state law determines the treasurer function.  In home 
rule villages, the treasurer function is determined by 
the local charter.40

Sheriff.  The 1963 Michigan Constitution mandates the 
election of a sheriff in each county, including charter 
counties.41   The sheriff is responsible for enforcing 
state law at the county level, investigating law viola-
tions, and bringing those suspected of law violations 
to justice.  The county sheriff provides police services 
at the county level and in unincorporated townships; 
county sheriff departments can provide municipal po-
lice services if an agreement is reached with a local city 
or village, but the county sheriff cannot supersede the 
local unit’s ability to provide the service independently.  
State statute further specifies duties of county sheriffs 
related to road patrol services and recovery of drowned 
bodies, among many other things.

The county sheriff has the charge and custody of the 
jails and prisoners in the county and may prescribe 
rules and regulations for the conduct of prisoners in 
custody, but such rules must be submitted to the circuit 
judge or judges in county.42

Prosecuting Attorney.  The office of prosecuting at-

78.23); and PA 3 of 1895 (MCL 62.1).
39	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 4).
40	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Sections 4 and 18); 

PA 279 of 1909 (MCL 117.3); PA 3 of 1895 (MCL 64.9); and 
village charters.

41	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 4).
42	 Revised Statutes of 1846 (MCL 51.75) and PA 210 of 1945 

(MCL 51.281).

torney is a county office required by the 1963 Michigan 
Constitution.43  The prosecuting attorney in each county 
is responsible for upholding the laws of the state and 
prosecuting both individuals and organizations that 
violate these laws.  

Court System.  Article VI of the 1963 Michigan Con-
stitution deals with the judicial branch of Michigan 
government and vests the judicial power of the state 
in “one court of justice which shall be divided into one 
supreme court, one court of appeals, one trial court 
of general jurisdiction known as the circuit court, one 
probate court, and courts of limited jurisdiction that 
the legislature may establish…”44

The constitution further specifies in Article VI that 
•	 the state must be divided into judicial circuits 

along county lines and sessions of the circuit 
court must be held at least four times in each 
year in every county organized for judicial 
purposes (Section 11); 

•	 the clerk of each county (or other officer per-
forming the duties of clerk’s office) organized 
for judicial purposes must act as clerk of the 
circuit court (Section 14); and, 

•	 in each county organized for judicial purpos-
es there must be a probate court, though the 
state legislature may create or alter probate 
court districts of more than one county if 
approved by a majority of electors in each 
affected county (Section 15).

Since judicial circuits are drawn on county lines and 
counties have traditionally served as the administra-
tive arms of the state government, providing judicial 
services has fallen largely to counties (though in ur-
ban areas, cities provide and fund courts and judicial 
services as well).  

In addition to the constitutional requirements on the 
judicial system, state statutes specify how to provide 
and fund court services.  District court funding units 
are responsible for maintaining, financing, and operat-
ing courts within their political subdivision.  In districts 
of the first and second class, the funding unit is the 
county; in districts of the third class, the funding unit 

43	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 4).
44	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VI, Section 1).
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can be a city, township, or village.  District funding 
units may agree to share court costs.45  Counties are 
required to provide a courthouse, circuit court, and 
the family division within the circuit court.46  Circuit or 
district courts may adopt or institute a mental health 
court, which should be paid for by state funds distrib-
uted by the Michigan Supreme Court.47  The Michigan 
Municipal Court Act details the creation of municipal 
courts in cities.48

Corrections Services and Jails.  State statute re-
quires counties to provide a “suitable and sufficient” 
jail at its own expense; before any jail can be built 
or contracted for, its plan must be submitted to the 
Michigan Department of Corrections.  In lieu of provid-
ing a jail, a county may contract with another county 
for use of its jail facilities.  However, all counties must 
provide jailor lockup facilities.49  

All charges and expenses (with the exception of health 
care expenses that can be covered by health care 
insurance) of safekeeping and maintaining persons 
charged with violations of city, village, or township 
ordinances in the county jail must be paid from the 
county treasury if a district court of the first or second 
class has jurisdiction.50  State statute further specifies 
that cities and villages are allowed to use county jails; 
the expense of housing inmates must be borne by the 
county if they violated state law and by the village if 
they violated a village ordinance (the state statute that 
covers the expense of housing inmates that violate a 
city ordinance does not include a requirement that the 
city provides funding).51

Administration and General Government Ser-
vices.  Administration and general government ser-
vices consist of a variety of services, including a local 
government administrator, supervisor or manager; hu-
man resources functions, including hiring and payroll; 
fiscal services, including accounting and purchasing; 
document services; and all other general administrative 
services that are vital to the functioning of government.  

45	 PA 236 of 1961 (MCL 600.8104).
46	 PA 155 of 1964 (MCL 551.332) and Revised Statutes of 

1846 (MCL 45.16).
47	 PA 236 of 1961 (MCL 600.1091-600.1099a).
48	 PA 5 of 1956.
49	 Revised Statutes of 1846 (MCL 45.16-45.16a).
50	 Revised Statutes of 1846 (MCL 801.4a).
51	 PA 3 of 1895 (MCL 66.8) and PA 215 of 1895 (MCL 90.8).

These types of services are provided in a variety of 
ways by all types of local governments.  Local govern-
ments must adhere to rules and regulations regarding 
documents, accounting standards, and other items 
relating to these services set in state law.  For example, 
most local governments have some form of manager 
or administrator (this function could be provided by 
an appointed manager or an elected mayor or other 
official); how that office is organized and how the 
administrator is selected may depend on state law or 
on a local charter.

Tax Allocation and Collection.  A few counties have 
a tax allocation board, which consists of the county 
treasurer, the chairperson of the board of county 
auditors or chairperson of the finance committee of 
the county board of commissioners, the intermediate 
school district superintendent or his/her representative, 
a resident of a municipality within the county selected 
by the judge(s) of the probate court, a member not 
officially connected with or employed by any local 
or county unit selected by the county board of com-
missioners, and a township supervisor selected by a 
majority of the township supervisors in the county.  It 
is the duty of the tax allocation board to examine the 
budgets and statements of local units of government 
within a county and determine tax rates, exclusive 
of debt service tax rates, required pursuant to their 
budgets.52 Most counties have adopted separate tax 
limitations as provided for in Section 6, Article IX of 
the 1963 Michigan Constitution.

Cities and townships are responsible for tax collection 
for their own purposes and on behalf of the state, 
counties, and schools.  A city, township, or village may 
enter into an agreement with their county treasurer for 
the county to administer the local unit’s tax collection 
functions.53

Elections.  Michigan election law is extensive and in-
volves all levels of government.  The state constitution 
specifies the date of all elections for national, state, 
county, and township offices.  State statute specifies 
that the Secretary of the State is the chief election 
officer and has supervisory control over local election 
officials.  The Secretary of the State must advise and 

52	 PA 62 of 1933 (MCL 211.205, 211.211).
53	 PA 160 of 1972 (MCL 211.731).
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direct local election officials as to the proper methods 
of conducting elections; publish and furnish election 
instructions and information; prescribe and require uni-
form forms, notices, and supplies; require reports from 
local election officials; investigate the administration of 
election laws; establish a curriculum for comprehensive 
training and accreditation of local election officials; es-
tablish a continuing education program for county and 
local clerks; establish training for precinct inspectors; 
and create an election day dispute resolution team.54

Counties and local municipalities each have roles and 
responsibilities set in law relating to the conduct of 
elections.  State law creates and enumerates the pow-
ers of boards of local election commissioners.  Boards 
of county election commissioners must consist of the 
chief or only judge of probate of the county or pro-
bate court district, county clerk, and county treasurer.  
Boards of county election commissioners must prepare 
and print the official ballots for use in any state, district, 
or county election, and deliver these ballots to the 
county clerk.  The boards must also provide election 
supplies at the county’s expense.  The county clerk 
must then deliver ballots and supplies to the clerks 
of each township, city, and village within the county’s 
boundaries.  Boards of city, township, and village elec-
tion commissioners are determined by state law, but 
may be altered by local charters.  Township, city, and 
village boards of election commissioners are required 
to print, count, package, seal, and deliver official bal-
lots for use in each precinct in the township, city, or 
village at a municipal, township, village, school, or 
community college election, and to provide local elec-
tion supplies at their expense.55  Cities and townships 
are responsible for the conduct of municipal, school, 
county, state, and national elections.

The board of state canvassers consists of four mem-
bers, two members from each major political party, 
appointed by the governor with the advice and consent 
of the senate.  The board of state canvassers has the 
responsibility to canvass the returns and determine the 
results for all federal and state-wide elections.  A four-
member board of county canvassers must be created 
in every county to canvass the return of votes cast for 
all county and local elections and to certify the results 

54	 PA 116 of 1954 (MCL 168.31 and 168.647).
55	 PA 116 of 1954 (MCL 168.23-168.719).

of all elections.  While the board of county canvassers 
must canvass and certify the vote, the costs of this are 
the responsibility of the local unit holding the election.  
For example, in a city election, the board of county 
canvassers of the appropriate county will canvass and 
certify the vote, but the costs of doing that are the 
responsibility of the city and the city must reimburse 
the county treasurer for all costs incurred by the county 
board of canvassers.  In addition, boards of county 
canvassers must conduct all recounts of elections in 
cities, townships, villages, school districts, metropolitan 
districts, or any other district.  Every four years, boards 
of county canvassers must examine each ballot con-
tainer to be used in any election.56  The requirements 
of the boards of county canvassers may not be altered 
by any city, village, or county charter.

Property Assessing and Equalization Services.  
The state constitution requires the state legislature 
to provide for uniform general ad valorem property 
taxation and systems of property assessment and 
equalization.57  State law requires assessment of all 
property in the state to be made annually in all town-
ships, villages, and cities by the applicable assessing 
officer.  State law also specifies training of property 
assessors and conditions related to property assess-
ing.  Generally cities and townships are responsible 
for property assessment services and provide them 
directly, but state law does allow for county-wide ap-
praisal of property for assessment.58

County boards of commissioners are required to equal-
ize the assessment rolls in the manner provided by law.  
The state board of equalization is required to meet once 
a year to equalize the assessments on all taxable prop-
erty in the state.59  The purpose of county equalization 
is to ensure that all assessors within the county are 
reflecting properly the taxable properties and values 
in their local units.  The purpose of state equalization 
is to ensure that counties have their assessments set 
at appropriate levels in relation to market values.

In the Research Council’s catalog of local government 
service delivery, property assessing was one of the 
service areas most frequently indicated as a coopera-
tive venture.

56	 PA 116 of 1954 (MCL 168.24a-168.24j and 168.841).
57	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article IX, Section 3).
58	 PA 206 of 1893 (MCL 211.10, 211.10d, 211.23a).
59	 PA 44 of 1911 (MCL 209.5, 209.2).
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Information Technology.  Information technology 
services have become more critical to the effective 
and efficient operation of government in recent years.  
These services include management information sys-
tems (MIS), geographic information systems (GIS), 
Internet and broadband Wi-Fi services, intranet ser-
vices, and webpage and email services.  Some of these 
services, such as GIS, may be more critical as local 
governments become larger and more urban, but all 
of these services are necessary to the functioning of 
all local governments.

Counties generally provide these services themselves 
(or contract with a private provider); local units may 
provide the services themselves, or contract with their 
county or private provider.  Some counties, such as 
Oakland County, have taken the lead on providing an 
intranet and information technology services through-
out their county (see Box on page 37).

Buildings and Grounds.  Buildings and grounds 
include services local units undertake to maintain and 
care for their buildings and grounds (e.g., grass cutting, 
building security, etc.).  These services are generally 
provided by each local unit either directly or through 
private providers.

Engineering and Legal Services.  Engineering 
services are necessary to accomplish many aspects of 
local government (e.g., road services, planning and 
zoning, and building services, among others).  Legal 
services are core to the functioning of local govern-
ment.  Though both of these services are critical, they 
can often be provided as needed on a contract basis 
by private providers.  Engineering and legal services 
require very specialized skills, and many local govern-
ments do not have the need or wherewithal to staff 
full-time employees in these departments.  These 
functions become more critical as local governments 
become larger and more urban.  

Health and Welfare Functions.  As administrative 
arms of the state government, counties have largely 
been given (or sometimes taken) the responsibility to 
provide public health services to residents of the state.  
The Michigan Public Health Code requires counties to 
provide health departments, either individually or in 
cooperation with another county or counties or cities 
with a population of 750,000 or more residents (only 

Detroit).60  The Public Health Code and the Michigan 
Department of Community Health detail numerous spe-
cific functions that must be carried out by county health 
departments, including vision and hearing screening, 
on-site septic system management, and food service 
sanitation, among others.  

The Michigan Mental Health Code details mental health 
services that need to be provided by a community 
mental health services program.  Community mental 
health services may be provided by a county or by two 
or more counties regionally (or one or more counties 
and a city with a population of 500,000 or more (only 
Detroit)).  The Mental Health Code does include a sec-
tion specifying that the state must financially support 
mental health services established in this act, with 
the exception that the act makes counties financially 
liable for 10 percent of any service provided by the 
community mental health services program.61 

County boards of commissioners are required to ap-
point a county medical examiner; two or more coun-
ties may enter into an agreement to employ the same 
person to act as medical examiner in each county.  
State law prescribes the powers and duties of county 
medical examiners.62

The state constitution authorizes any city or village to 
“acquire, own, establish and maintain, within or with-
out its corporate limits” hospitals and all works which 
involve the public health and safety.63  Charter counties 
are also permitted by state statute to establish and 
maintain hospitals and medical facilities, either within 
or outside of county boundaries.64  

Road Commission and Road Services.  Road ser-
vices are provided by the state, counties, cities, and 
villages.  The state has control over the state highway 
system.  Boards of county road commissioners (the 
board of commissioners in some counties) have con-
trol over county roads, including roads in townships.  
Cities and villages have control over their local roads.  

State law allows counties to submit the question of 

60	 PA 368 of 1978 (MCL 333.2413-2415).
61	 PA 258 or 1964 (MCL 330.1201-1206, 1302).
62	 PA 181 of 1953 (MCL 52.201).
63	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 23).
64	 PA 293 of 1966 (MCL 45.515).
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adopting a county road system to electors of the county 
either by petition of registered electors or by a major-
ity vote of the county board.  The boards of county 
road commissioners can be elected or appointed and 
state law provides for the boards’ powers and duties.65  
County boards of commissioners may transfer the 
powers and duties of county road commissions to the 
county board of commissioners either through board 
resolution (if the road commission is appointed) or by 
submitting the question to county electors (if the road 
commission is elected).66

Cities and villages have street departments that are re-
sponsible for the construction and maintenance of the 
streets within their corporate limits; this includes build-
ing new streets, resurfacing streets, fixing potholes, 
repairing pavement cuts made due to utility service 
installations or repairs, street sweeping, and removal 
of dead animals.  County road commissions provide 
many of these services on county roads.  Most cities 
and county road commissions provide snow removal 
services; most cities and some townships provide leaf 
removal services.

Drain Commissioner.  The early settlement of 
Michigan was hindered by the wetlands that existed 
throughout much of the Lower Peninsula.  The office of 
drain commissioner was created to provide for draining 
of the land to make it more inhabitable and to reduce 
serious diseases.  

The office of drain commissioner is a county elected 
office and its powers and duties are detailed in state 
law.  Counties with a population under 12,000 may 
abolish the office of drain commissioner by a two-thirds 
vote of the county board of commissioners and transfer 
the powers and duties of the drain commissioner to 
the board of county road commissioners.  If counties 
have a department of public works, the county board of 
commissioners by a two-thirds vote may combine the 
powers and duties of the drain commissioner with the 
department of public works and elect a public works 
commissioner in the same manner as a drain com-
missioner.  If the drain commissioner performs other 
functions, including operating sewers, lake level and 
soil erosion enforcement, and facilitating compliance 

65	 PA 283 of 1909 (MCL 224.19-224.6).
66	 PA 156 of 1851 (MCL 46.11).

with federal Clean Water Act mandates, the county 
board of commissioners by majority resolution and with 
the consent of the drain commissioner may change 
the name of the office to the office of water resources 
commissioner.  A charter county with a population over 
2,000,000 (no county in Michigan currently falls into 
that category) may perform the powers and duties of 
the drain commissioner in accordance with the county 
charter.  County boards of commissioners may establish 
or re-establish the office of drain commissioner in their 
county by a majority resolution.67

Public Safety Services
Public safety services comprise a unique category of 
services; they are not explicitly mandated by the state, 
with the exception of county sheriff services, but they 
are required to some extent and are certainly necessary 
functions of local government.  The Home Rule Cities 
Act mandates that city charters provide for the public 
peace and health and for the safety of persons and 
property.68  State law does not specify how cities must 
provide for this, it says cities may expend funds or enter 
into contracts with a private organization; the federal 
or state governments; a county, village, or township; 
or another city for services considered necessary by 
the city’s legislative body.  The fact remains though 
that it is a city mandate to ensure that public safety 
services are provided for city residents.  Similarly, the 
Home Rule Village Act mandates that village charters 
provide for the public peace and health and the safety 
of persons and property, without any directive on how 
that must be done.69  State laws specifies that charter 
townships may provide for and establish a police force, 
but there is no mandate to provide for the public safety 
in townships.70

Public safety is a necessary service for all levels of 
government, but is most usually provided by local 
governments.  Public safety services include police, 
fire, ambulance/emergency medical services (EMS), 
and 9-1-1 dispatch services.  Those services are gener-
ally provided separately by the state (Michigan State 
Police), counties (county sheriffs), and local units of 
government (through separate police, fire, and am-

67	 PA 40 of 1956 (MCL 280.21-280.23).
68	 PA 279 of 1909 (MCL 117.3).
69	 PA 278 of 1909 (MCL 78.23).
70	 PA 359 of 1947 (MCL 42.12).
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bulance/EMS departments).  Some communities have 
combined these services and functions.  For example, 
the cities of Kalamazoo and Oak Park both have public 
safety departments that provide police, fire, and EMS 
services and cross-train their employees.  The South 
Haven Area Emergency Services Authority (SHAES) 
provides fire and EMS services for the City of South 
Haven and three neighboring townships.  The South 
Macomb Oakland Regional Services Authority (SMOR-
SA) is a joint collaborative public financing organization 
founded by the cities of Eastpointe and Hazel Park to 
utilize funding options for emergency services outlined 
in the Emergency Services to Municipalities Act.71  This 
authority was created not to merge departments, but 
solely to provide funding in participating local units for 
police, fire, and emergency services.

Police Protection.  Police protection is provided by 
all levels of government in Michigan.  The Michigan 
State Police Act provides the powers and duties of 
the state police department and police commissioner, 
including highway patrol, conservation officers, and 
cooperating with county sheriffs and local police in the 
prevention and discovery of crimes and apprehension 
of criminals.72  County police services were discussed 
above in the section on the county sheriff department.  
County sheriffs in general law, optional unified, and 
charter counties can provide police services for any 
local units within their county, but these powers may 
not be exercised in a local unit of government which 
is exercising a similar power without the consent of 
the local legislating body.  

Townships, villages, and cities are all authorized to pro-
vide police services and to create police departments, 
either by state law or municipal charter.  As discussed 
above, state law requires home rule cities and villages 
to provide for public safety services in their local char-
ter.  Local units are all able to contract with the county 
sheriff to provide police services within their municipal-
ity as well.  Municipal police departments patrol local 
roads and enforce the municipal code and violations of 
state law that occur within the municipality’s borders.  

Fire Protection.  State law authorizes counties to 
provide fire services; however, fire services are gener-

71	 PA 57 of 1988.
72	 PA 59 of 1935 (MCL 28.1-28.16).

ally provided by cities, villages, and townships either 
locally or through contractual arrangement.  Some mu-
nicipalities have collaborated to create fire authorities.  
In modern times, the numbers of fire calls, fatalities 
from fires, and property damage resulting from fires 
have decreased due to stricter fire, electrical, and 
building codes; improved fire prevention education; 
and improved municipal water systems.  Some local 
fire departments have cross-trained firefighters in EMS 
services and emergency rescue and body recovery div-
ing techniques.  The provision of local fire services are 
impacted by state law, including the Fire Prevention Act 
and Firefighter Training Programs Act, among others.73

The Research Council’s catalog of local government 
services data showed that fire services in general, 
and specific aspects of fire protection in particular, are 
provided cooperatively more than any other service 
category, either through direct cooperative arrange-
ments or through the creation of special fire authorities.

Ambulance and Emergency Medical Services 
(EMS).  Ambulance and EMS services (including 
disaster response planning) are generally provided 
locally, typically in conjunction with a fire department 
and sometimes with a police department.  State law 
allows townships and counties to provide these ser-
vices; cities and villages can provide them depending 
on their charter.74  EMS services can be provided at 
several levels, including medical first responders who 
can stabilize a scene until other EMS arrive; emergency 
medical technician (EMT) who can transport victims 
and provide minimal medical care; emergency medi-
cal technician specialist (EMT-S) who can intubate a 
patient and use a defibrillator to attempt resuscitation; 
and paramedic-advanced life support (ALS) who can 
administer a full range of narcotic drugs while in radio 
contact with emergency room doctors.75

The Research Council’s catalog of local government 
services data indicated that ambulance/EMS services, 
as well as emergency and disaster response planning 
are often provided in cooperative ventures.  

73	 PA 207 of 1941 and PA 153 of 2011.
74	 PA 50 of 1960.
75	 Vanderberg, Alan.  Michigan Local Government Structure, 

Services and Practices, prepared as an informational re-
source for the Michigan Civics Institute Local Government 
Curriculum Development Project, July 8-13, 2002.  
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9-1-1 Dispatch Services.  The Emergency 9-1-1 
Service Enabling Act allows county boards of commis-
sioners to establish an emergency 9-1-1 district within 
all or part of the county; in counties with a population 
over 1,800,000 (only Wayne County qualifies), four 
or more cities may create an emergency 9-1-1 district 
with approval of the county board of commissioners 
under this act.76  Whether or not a community provides 
9-1-1 dispatch services may be addressed in home rule 
charters.  The Research Council’s catalog data highlight 
9-1-1 services as a service area frequently indicated as 
being provided cooperatively, either through the county 
government or with multiple municipalities working 
together (sometimes through a special authority).

“Essential” Services
Essential services include services that have been ruled 
by the state government and courts to be optional, but 
that are essential to the functioning of a local govern-
ment and its quality of life.  These services are not 
considered optional by local governments or by their 
residents.  These essential services are not mandated 
by the state, but may include regulations or mandates 
as to how to provide the service if a local government 
chooses to provide it.  

Planning and Zoning Services.  The Michigan Plan-
ning Enabling Act allows any type of local government 
to adopt an ordinance to create a planning commission 
with the powers and duties afforded to it provided 
in state law.  County boards of commissioners may 
designate a county planning commission as a metro-
politan planning commission, which allows for more 
comprehensive and regional planning.77  A regional 
planning commission also may be formed by two or 
more legislative bodies.78

The Michigan Zoning Enabling Act allows local govern-
ments to create a zoning commission or to transfer the 
powers of a zoning commission to a planning commis-
sion.  A local zoning ordinance must include a zoning 
board of appeals; the local legislative body may act as 
the zoning board of appeals.79

76	 PA 32 of 1986 (MCL 484.1201-484.1301).
77	 PA 33 of 2008 (MCL 125.3811-3837).
78	 PA 281 of 1945 (MCL 125.12).
79	 PA 110 of 2006 (MCL 125.3301-3601).

Charter counties may choose to include planning and 
zoning services in their charter, but powers granted by 
charter may not be exercised in a local unit of govern-
ment which is exercising a similar power without the 
consent of the local legislating body.  All local units are 
required to adopt the state building, electrical, plumb-
ing, and mechanical codes if they intend to enforce 
building codes locally.  Building inspection services 
were identified in the Research Council’s catalog of 
local government service delivery as often provided 
under a cooperative arrangement.

Public Works and Infrastructure.  Public works 
services and functions include water and sewer ser-
vices; storm water services; facilities for providing 
light, power, or heat; and airport services.  The state 
Constitution allows cities and villages to “acquire, own 
or operate, within or without its corporate limits, public 
services facilities for supplying water, light, heat, power, 
sewage disposal and transportation to the municipal-
ity and inhabitants thereof.”  The Constitution further 
specifies that any city or village may sell and deliver 
heat, power, or light outside of its corporate limits in an 
amount not exceeding 25 percent of that furnished by 
it within its corporate limits, except as greater amounts 
may be permitted by law.  No city or village may acquire 
any public utility furnishing light, heat, or power, or 
grant any public utility franchise which is not subject 
to revocation at the will of the city or village, without 
approval of three-fifths of the city or village electorate.  
No city or village may sell any public utility unless first 
approved by a majority of electors (or greater number 
if local charter calls for it).80  Some examples of local 
municipalities supplying light, power, or heat include 
the City of Lansing Board of Water and Light and the 
City of Grand Haven Board of Light and Power.  

State law permits counties to provide water and sewer 
infrastructure and services.81  Charter counties are per-
mitted to establish and maintain sewage transmission 
and disposal systems (either within or outside county 
boundaries).  All cities and many townships provide wa-
ter service to their residents, either through their own 
systems or by contract with another municipality.  Local 
municipalities typically provide sewer collection and 
treatment.  State law allows municipalities in or near 
where a state sewage disposal institution is located 

80	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Sections 24-25).
81	 PA 342 of 1939 (MCL 46.171).
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to contract with the state institution for the disposal 
of sewage without amending their charters.82  State 
law also allows two or more cities, villages, or town-
ships to create a metropolitan district for the purpose 
of acquiring, owning, and operating public utilities for 
supplying sewage disposal, drainage, or water.83  The 
Research Council’s catalog of local government services 
identified water and sewer services as being some of 
the services most often provided cooperatively.  

Most cities, as well as many townships and villages, 
provide for the collection of storm water.  Water, sewer, 
and storm water services are affected by federal regula-
tion (e.g., the federal Clean Water Act), state regulation 
(e.g., the Michigan Department of Environmental Qual-
ity and the Public Health Code), and county regulation 
through county health departments.  

Sanitation and Landfill Services.  Sanitation ser-
vices include refuse collection, recycling services, and 
landfill services.  State law permits counties to provide 
refuse collection services and charter counties are per-
mitted to provide a full range of sanitation services, but 
county powers may not be exercised in a local unit of 
government which is exercising a similar power without 
the consent of the local legislating body.84

Refuse collection and recycling services are generally 
provided locally either through a municipal government 
(city, village, or township) or by contract with a private 
provider (local units may contract with a private pro-
vider, or alternately residents contract with a private 
provider directly).  The cost of refuse collection services 
may be included in the local tax allocation or may be 
paid for by fee.  Recycling services were identified in the 
Research Council’s catalog of local government service 
delivery as often being provided collaboratively.  Many 
communities provide a transfer station where garbage 
is brought after collection, packed into semi-tractor 
trailer trucks and hauled to a landfill or incinerator.  
Local governments can own and operate their own 
landfills or contract for landfill use.  County and city 
health departments have responsibility of permitting 
public and privately owned landfills.85 

82	 PA 98 of 1929 (MCL 17.74).
83	 PA 312 of 1929 (MCL 119.1-119.18).
84	 PA 342 of 1939 (MCL 46.171) and PA 293 of 1966.
85	 PA 451 of 1994 (MCL 324.11509).

Environmental Services.  Environmental services 
include soil quality and conservation, water quality 
and conservation, watershed management, air qual-
ity regulation, erosion control structures, and envi-
ronmental education.  These types of services are 
generally heavily regulated by the state and federal 
governments.  They can be provided regionally by the 
county or locally by a city, village, or township (e.g., 
charter counties may provide abatement of air and 
water pollution, but powers granted by a charter may 
not be exercised in a local unit of government which is 
exercising a similar power without the consent of the 
local legislating body).  The Research Council’s catalog 
of local government service delivery found that many 
local units already rely on the county to provide these 
types of services, and that watershed management 
services were frequently provided under cooperative 
ventures.

Secondary or Discretionary Services
Secondary or discretionary services include services 
that are not considered essential or necessary for the 
functioning of local government or society, but which 
affect the quality of life within a local government.  

Parks and Recreation.  Parks departments operate 
parks and playgrounds, golf courses, ski hills, com-
munity recreation centers, senior centers, community 
pools, trails, zoos, beach and marina facilities, and 
cemetery services.  Parks and recreation services are 
provided by the state, counties, and local units of 
government.  

The Natural Resources and Environmental Protection 
Act outlines the state park system.86  The County and 
Regional Parks Act authorizes the creation of county 
and regional parks.87  The Charter Counties Act allows 
charter counties to establish and maintain parks and 
cemeteries either within or outside county boundar-
ies.88  The state constitution authorizes cities and vil-
lages to “acquire, own, establish and maintain, within 
or without its corporate limits” parks, boulevards and 
cemeteries.89  The Township Parks and Places of Rec-
reation Act provides for the acquisition, maintenance, 

86	 PA 451 of 1994 (MCL 324.74101-324.74126).
87	 PA 261 of 1965 (MCL 46.351-46.367).
88	 PA 293 of 1966 (MCL 45.515).
89	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VII, Section 23).
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management, and control of township parks.90  The 
Metropolitan District Act allows any two or more cities, 
villages, or townships to create a metropolitan district 
for the purpose of acquiring, owning, and operating 
parks.91  The provision of parks services may also be 
impacted by local charters.  According to the Research 
Council’s catalog of local government service delivery, 
parks services, including senior centers, are frequently 
provided under a cooperative venture.

Libraries.  The state constitution requires the state 
legislature to provide by law for the establishment and 
support of public libraries, which must be available to 
all residents of the state under regulations adopted 
by the governing bodies thereof.92  The Library of 
Michigan Act created the state library and outlines its 
duties, primarily maintaining public documents and 
providing reference services to the branches of state 
government.93  Other acts provide for the creation and 
financing of libraries at the county, city, village, or town-
ship level, or by the creation of special authorities.  The 
acts provide for collaboration among the libraries and 
making collections available across the state through 
interlibrary loans.94 

The provision of library services may also be impacted 
by local charters.  Library services were identified in 
the Research Council’s catalog of local government 

90	 PA 157 of 1905 (MCL 41.421-41.429).
91	 PA 312 of 1929 (MCL 119.1-119.18).
92	 1963 Michigan Constitution (Article VIII, Section 9).
93	 PA 540 of 1982 (MCL 397.20).
94	 The Library Network Act was adopted to connect the largest 

research libraries in the state for the purpose of making 
their collections available to all citizens in the state through 
interlibrary loan.  The state library was given administrative 
leadership of this initiative (PA 371 of 1972, MCL 397.131-
397.136).  The County Libraries Act authorizes the creation 
of county libraries and the provision of library services by 
contract to other counties, townships, villages, or cities (PA 
138 of 1917, MCL 397.301-397.305).  The District Library 
Establishment Act authorizes two or more municipalities 
to establish a district library; in some instances, a single 
municipality with a population of 4,500 or more may create 
a district library if it has tried and failed to form a dis-
trict library with other municipalities (PA 24 of 1989, MCL 
397.173).  The Free Public Libraries Act requires all free li-
braries organized under state law to make an annual report 
to the board of library commissioners (PA 115 of 1899, MCL 
397.453).  The Library Privacy Act provides for the confiden-
tiality of certain library records and for the selection and use 
of library materials (PA 455 of 1982, MCL 397.601-397.606).

service delivery as often being provided cooperatively.

Cultural Amenities.  Cultural amenities can include 
museums and art galleries, zoos, community theaters, 
performing arts centers, stadiums and arenas, and 
other entertainment facilities.  These services can 
be provided by individual municipalities or regionally 
through counties or regional authorities.  Residents 
tend to desire and expect more cultural amenities in 
urban areas, so the provision of these services will vary 
across the state and in different communities.

Economic Development.  Economic development 
services include community planning and development; 
business retention, expansion and licensing; restau-
rant and food regulation; and promotion and tourism.  
These types of services can be provided by counties 
and local units of government.  While these services 
may benefit from a more regional focus at the county 
level, they also can directly affect local government 
revenue (especially business retention and expansion 
and community development) so they can promote 
competition between neighboring localities.  In other 
words, it is generally in a local government’s financial 
interest to attract development to their own municipal-
ity rather than work regionally with other municipalities 
and risk that decisions on where to develop might go 
to a different local community.  However, each com-
munity’s self-interested decision-making does not nec-
essarily promote the best development and planning 
throughout the region.

Economic development services and decisions are af-
fected by the Michigan Department of Transportation, 
the Michigan Economic Development Corporation, the 
United States Economic Development Administration, 
as well as private parties such as chambers of com-
merce.

Public Transportation.  Public transportation ser-
vices include mass transportation, bus systems, and 
dial a ride systems.  Public buses are provided in many 
localities across the state with greater service in more 
urban areas.  With the popularity of ride-sharing ser-
vices like Uber or Lyft, dial a ride services are being 
provided privately with greater frequency.  

Public transportation services can be provided by a 
county, city, village, or township acting independently 
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or in collaboration with neighboring governments.95  
Public transit services were identified in the Research 
Council’s catalog of local government services as often 
provided cooperatively.  

Some examples of public transportation services in 
Michigan include: 

•	 the Detroit Department of Transportation, 
which is part of the City of Detroit government; 

•	 the Suburban Mobility Authority for Regional 

95	 The Public Transportation Authority Act allows a county, 
city, village, or township to create (or join) a public trans-
portation authority either by itself or in combination with 
one or more other governmental units (PA 196 of 1986, 
MCL 124.451-124.479).  The Metropolitan District Authority 
Act allows any two or more cities, villages, or townships to 
create a metropolitan district for the purpose of acquiring, 
owning, and operating a public transportation system (PA 
312 of 1929, MCL 119.1-119.18).  The Mass Transporta-
tion System Authorities Act authorizes the legislative body 
of any city having a population of not more than 300,000 
(only Detroit has a population over 300,000) to incorporate 
a public authority for the purpose of acquiring, owning, and 
operating a mass transportation system (PA 55 of 1963, 
MCL 124.352).  The Regional Transit Authority Act created 
the Regional Transit Authority of Southeast Michigan (RTA) 
which provides regional public transportation services in 
Macomb, Oakland, Washtenaw, and Wayne counties (PA 
387 of 2012, MCL 124.541-124.558).

Transportation (SMART), which serves Ma-
comb, Oakland, and Wayne counties; 

•	 TheRapid service in the Grand Rapids area;

•	 the Ann Arbor Area Transit Authority (TheRide), 
which serves the greater Ann Arbor-Ypsilanti 
area;

•	 the Capital Area Transit Authority (CATA), which 
serves the greater Lansing area; 

•	 KMetro, which serves the greater Kalamazoo 
area; 

•	 the Macatawa Area Express (MAX Transit), a 
transit authority serving the Holland and Zee-
land areas; and,

•	 Amtrak train services throughout Michigan.

Animal Services.  Animal services can include animal 
licensing and animal control services.  State law allows 
these services to be provided by counties, cities, vil-
lages, and townships.  The Research Council’s catalog 
of local government service delivery found that these 
services are sometimes provided at the municipal level 
and sometimes at the county level.
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County Expenditures
A review of county expenditure data provides insight 
into the services and functions provided by county 
government in Michigan.  Table 4 on page 32 shows 
the 2015 expenditures per capita in general funds and 
all other governmental funds for all counties in Michi-
gan.  The data show that all counties expend funds on 
general government, judicial, health and welfare, and 
sheriff or police services.  Many, but not all counties 
expend funds on public works, recreation and culture, 
and community and economic development.  Some, but 
not many counties, expend funds on library services 
and utilities.  Only three counties expended funds on 
fire services and in those counties, the amount spent 
per capita was very small.  On average, counties spent 
13.6 percent of their funds on general government, 
11.3 percent on judicial services, 20.5 percent on 
health and welfare services, 20.1 percent on sheriff 
and police department services, and 7.1 percent on 
other services; the remaining expenditure categories 
each received less than five percent of county funds.

Expenditures per capita in 2015 ranged from $1,325.40 
per capita in Lake County to $290.60 per capita in 
Houghton County.  The average county expenditures 
per capita was $573.86; 46 counties spent above that, 
and 36 counties spent less than the average.  Table 
4 illustrates the variance in spending across counties 
in Michigan:

•	 County spending on general government ser-
vices and functions ranged from $25.50 in Gen-
esee County to $243.00 in Keweenaw County; 
the average county spent $78.12 per capita.  

•	 County spending in judicial services and func-
tions varied from $23.40 in Jackson County to 
$131.70 in Schoolcraft County; the average 
county spent $65.10 per capita.  

•	 County spending in health and welfare services 
and functions spanned from $18.90 in Hough-
ton County to $483.20 in Muskegon County; 
the average county spent $117.14 per capita.  

•	 County spending in sheriff and police functions 
and services ranged from $75.10 in Houghton 
County to $618.40 in Lake County; the average 
county spent $115.37.  

Only three counties spent anything on fire depart-
ment services and the highest spending county was 
Keweenaw County at $0.90 per capita.  Manistee 
County spent $129.10 per capita on their public works 
department; 28 counties did not spend anything on 
public works service and functions.  Iron County had 
the highest recreation and culture expenditures per 
capita at $47.70 and 14 counties had no recreation 
and culture expenditures.  Only 19 counties expended 
funds on library services with Alcona County having 
the highest library expenditures per capita at $49.90.  
Community and economic development expenditures 
varied from $108.00 per capita in Genesee County to 
nothing in six counties.  

Chart 1 highlights the similarities and differences in 
spending between counties and all municipalities (city, 
village, and township expenditure data was combined 
to create the chart).  Both counties and municipalities 
spend large portions of their general funds and all 
other governmental funds on police and general gov-
ernment services.  Counties spend the remainder of 
their budgets largely on health and welfare and judicial 
services; municipalities spend the remainder of their 
budgets largely on fire, public works, and community 
and economic development services.  

These two pie charts illustrate that the areas of service 
overlap for counties and municipalities fall largely under 
police and general government services and some of 
the overlapping services in these categories may be 
able to be provided by counties for their constituent 
municipalities.  They also illustrate that the county is 
not very involved in some service areas (e.g., fire ser-
vice) and there may be a county role in these service 
areas that could benefit both county residents and 
constituent municipalities.
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tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Chart 1  
2015 General Fund and All Other Governmental Funds Expenditures

County Percent of Total

Municipality (City, Village, and Township) Percent of Total

Source: Munetrix data, Municipal DataXplorer, General Funds and All Other Governmental Funds 
Expenditures, F65 Line Number (www.munetrix.com). 
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2015 Expenditures Per Capita 
General Funds and All O

ther Governm
ental Funds
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Lake	
 $ 196.70 	

 $ 73.60 	
 $  122.10 	

 $ 618.40 	
 $ -	

 $ -	
 $ -	

 $  11.90 	
 $ 24.60 	

 $ 37.80 	
 $  60.30 	

 $39.50 	
 $ 1,325.40 

Em
m
et	

  153.70 	
  71.50 	

   216.60 	
 152.70 	

  -	
   73.50 	

   26.20 	
  -	

  41.30 	
  17.50 	

   50.60 	
  146.90 	

  1,187.70 
Benzie	

 93.30 	
  62.90 	

  83.60 	
 224.00 	

  -	
   11.90 	

  8.70 	
  -	

  19.70 	
  85.80 	

   35.10 	
 239.70 	

  1,025.50 
Alcona	

  144.40 	
  85.00 	

   205.40 	
 328.80 	

  -	
  -	

   21.40 	
  49.90 	

  25.50 	
  54.80 	

  -	
   7.00 	

 959.50 
M

uskegon	
  119.70 	

  48.60 	
  483.20 	

   86.30 	
  -	

  -	
  4.20 	

  -	
 1.20 	

 -	
   24.30 	

 98.00 	
 918.70 

Kew
eenaw

	
   243.00 	

 109.10 	
  41.10 	

 352.40 	
 0.90 	

  -	
  0.20 	

  -	
  48.10 	

  10.70 	
  -	

 76.20 	
 883.50 

Iron	
  203.60 	

  81.30 	
  54.40 	

 217.40 	
  -	

  0.90 	
  47.70 	

  -	
 1.60 	

  43.80 	
   89.50 	

 42.70 	
 882.90 

M
ackinac	

  166.90 	
 109.30 	

   181.30 	
 234.10 	

  -	
   11.80 	

  -	
  -	

 -	
  80.10 	

  5.60 	
 31.80 	

 864.80 
Oscoda	

  150.70 	
  77.70 	

   182.20 	
 158.60 	

  -	
  4.30 	

   17.30 	
  -	

  50.00 	
 119.80 	

  3.60 	
 31.80 	

 841.20 
Craw

ford	
  132.90 	

 111.30 	
   145.40 	

 265.40 	
  -	

  -	
  1.70 	

   31.90 	
 8.70 	

 8.50 	
   43.40 	

   0.80 	
 821.30 

Leelanau	
  225.40 	

  65.00 	
  78.50 	

 275.20 	
  -	

   19.00 	
  4.90 	

  -	
 -	

 -	
   55.40 	

   8.30 	
 806.60 

M
acom

b	
 50.00 	

  49.20 	
  84.10 	

   84.30 	
  -	

   97.70 	
  0.10 	

  -	
 -	

  307.30 	
   23.10 	

 44.40 	
 798.70 

Ontonagon	
  205.90 	

 115.50 	
   122.90 	

 179.70 	
  -	

 106.90 	
  6.20 	

  2.00 	
  15.20 	

 6.40 	
  -	

 28.60 	
 791.60 

Luce	
  158.10 	

 113.00 	
   194.70 	

 127.50 	
  -	

   27.30 	
   33.40 	

  -	
 2.20 	

  15.10 	
   26.00 	

 68.50 	
 778.60 

Huron	
  111.20 	

  91.10 	
   121.20 	

 150.00 	
  0.10 	

   80.60 	
   40.10 	

  -	
  14.90 	

 101.40 	
  1.50 	

 29.40 	
 764.90 

Antrim
	

  156.20 	
  77.90 	

  95.80 	
 204.40 	

  -	
  2.60 	

   11.50 	
  -	

  22.60 	
  29.40 	

   39.00 	
 13.70 	

 739.50 
M

anistee	
  118.50 	

 109.80 	
  58.10 	

 176.60 	
  -	

   129.10 	
  0.90 	

   46.60 	
  15.50 	

 8.00 	
  9.80 	

 29.40 	
 737.70 

Roscom
m

on	
  129.10 	

  96.00 	
   126.00 	

 234.40 	
  -	

   18.80 	
  -	

  -	
  11.80 	

  12.00 	
  3.50 	

 11.10 	
 734.80 

W
ashtenaw

	
 61.10 	

  66.70 	
   168.30 	

 164.50 	
  -	

   20.30 	
   40.30 	

  -	
  50.00 	

 -	
   51.80 	

 17.30 	
 734.50 

Charlevoix	
  148.00 	

  78.30 	
   118.10 	

 185.40 	
  -	

  -	
   14.40 	

  -	
  37.70 	

  39.40 	
  -	

   2.20 	
 695.80 

Grand Traverse	
  116.30 	

 114.30 	
   131.50 	

 177.50 	
  -	

  -	
  8.40 	

  -	
 1.30 	

 -	
  9.50 	

   3.70 	
 692.90 

Calhoun	
 50.20 	

  77.40 	
   109.80 	

 157.70 	
  -	

 107.60 	
  9.70 	

  -	
 4.90 	

 -	
   25.80 	

 78.10 	
 692.80 

Chippew
a	

106.90	
70.90	

223.10	
144.70	

-	
21.00	

-	
-	

1.10	
17.90	

48.80	
7.90	

680.80
M

ason	
  118.50 	

  71.20 	
  62.70 	

 198.10 	
  -	

  3.00 	
  1.60 	

  -	
  25.60 	

 1.80 	
   12.60 	

   5.50 	
 671.60 

Osceola	
  104.60 	

  63.20 	
   137.20 	

 152.90 	
  -	

  -	
  -	

  -	
  14.40 	

  41.80 	
   20.30 	

 50.60 	
 647.80 

St. Clair	
 78.00 	

  65.90 	
   120.00 	

 150.90 	
  -	

  6.50 	
   27.80 	

   29.90 	
 4.50 	

 -	
  97.60 	

 12.30 	
 644.90 

Bay	
 96.70 	

  58.10 	
   102.80 	

   97.30 	
  -	

  -	
   16.40 	

  -	
 1.60 	

  16.00 	
   22.50 	

  187.10 	
 643.90 

Schoolcraft	
  152.00 	

  131.70 	
  79.80 	

 154.50 	
  -	

  -	
  0.60 	

  -	
 1.30 	

  26.10 	
   28.90 	

 23.20 	
 641.40 

M
idland	

 89.70 	
  64.40 	

   191.90 	
 145.90 	

  -	
   28.70 	

  9.50 	
  -	

 2.00 	
 -	

   27.80 	
 14.80 	

 634.70 
Otsego	

 99.30 	
  76.30 	

  53.40 	
 170.60 	

  -	
  2.90 	

   17.70 	
   28.80 	

  41.20 	
  22.90 	

   15.40 	
 45.40 	

 634.50 
Cheboygan	

  154.80 	
  80.50 	

   106.50 	
 162.90 	

  -	
  3.50 	

  8.30 	
  -	

  29.60 	
 6.40 	

  8.60 	
 18.10 	

 632.30 
Ogem

aw
	

  124.20 	
  91.90 	

  96.70 	
 189.70 	

  -	
  7.20 	

  -	
  -	

  27.50 	
 -	

   17.60 	
 14.20 	

 631.60 
Ingham

	
 76.80 	

  54.70 	
   158.50 	

 108.60 	
  -	

 108.90 	
   29.70 	

  -	
 1.60 	

 -	
  9.50 	

   8.70 	
 628.20 

M
ontm

orency	
  163.10 	

  68.50 	
  64.60 	

 251.20 	
  -	

  -	
  -	

  -	
  10.50 	

  37.30 	
  -	

 21.00 	
 625.30 

Berrien	
  131.90 	

  68.00 	
   123.20 	

 160.90 	
  -	

  2.60 	
  9.30 	

  -	
  10.80 	

 -	
  0.30 	

 25.50 	
 622.50 

New
aygo	

 89.40 	
  74.70 	

  88.80 	
 175.60 	

  -	
  1.20 	

   11.50 	
  -	

  12.90 	
 5.10 	

   54.70 	
 10.00 	

 621.10 
Kalkaska	

  118.70 	
  69.20 	

   100.40 	
 179.60 	

  -	
  6.60 	

  3.00 	
   27.80 	

  32.30 	
  19.60 	

  -	
 31.70 	

 617.50 
Saginaw

	
 70.10 	

  85.60 	
   192.90 	

 138.00 	
  -	

  3.80 	
  9.00 	

  0.40 	
  21.40 	

 6.50 	
   26.60 	

   6.20 	
 614.00 

Jackson	
  107.90 	

 23.40 	
  79.30 	

 110.70 	
  -	

   77.30 	
   19.60 	

  -	
 6.70 	

  41.60 	
   14.30 	

 69.00 	
 612.50 

Sanilac	
 58.10 	

  44.60 	
   124.40 	

 135.80 	
  -	

   70.90 	
   18.40 	

  7.10 	
 1.80 	

 8.20 	
   22.40 	

   8.60 	
 610.40 

Presque Isle	
  106.50 	

  70.40 	
   111.10 	

 128.20 	
  -	

  -	
  1.40 	

  -	
 1.70 	

 119.70 	
  -	

 13.80 	
 608.80 

Ottaw
a	

 49.10 	
  61.10 	

   224.50 	
 116.20 	

  -	
  0.70 	

   10.60 	
  -	

 8.10 	
 -	

   64.40 	
 14.90 	

 600.70 
W

ayne	
 70.50 	

  80.70 	
   135.10 	

   92.20 	
  -	

   49.20 	
   13.00 	

  0.70 	
 7.30 	

  54.90 	
   30.20 	

 10.10 	
 597.70 

Alger	
  161.10 	

  76.00 	
   114.50 	

 145.40 	
  -	

  -	
  -	

   11.50 	
 2.60 	

  15.50 	
   22.90 	

 15.20 	
 596.00 

M
arquette	

 61.40 	
  97.80 	

  88.10 	
 156.90 	

  -	
  -	

  -	
  -	

  46.80 	
  32.50 	

  -	
 37.20 	

 595.00 



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 
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A report by the National Association of Counties (NACo) 
discusses county authority and responsibility across 
the different states.96  All but two states have some 
form of county government (some states call them by 
different names, such as parishes in Louisiana).97  The 
authority and responsibility given to county govern-
ments can vary across the states.  Counties in Vermont 
have little authority beyond requesting a budget from 
a municipality and providing fire protection.  The State 
of Alabama must write a new state law each time a 
county wishes to accomplish something for which there 
is no precedent in state law.  Ohio, on the other hand, 
allows counties to exercise any authority they wish 
provided it does not conflict with state law.  Counties 
in Michigan fall somewhere between the extremes of 
Vermont and Ohio and are more similar to counties 
in Alabama.  Michigan counties have the authority to 
do many things and provide many services, but that 
authority is explicitly given to them in state law.  

Generally, counties in other states perform many of 
the same duties, functions, and services as counties in 
Michigan.  They provide health and welfare services, 
own and maintain roads and bridges, and provide 
corrections and court services, among others.98  Coun-
ties also generally have clerks, treasurers, register of 
deeds, sheriffs, and prosecuting attorneys, or similar 
type offices and functions.  

Great Lakes States
County service provision in the Great Lakes states 
were analyzed for comparison to Michigan as these 
states are close neighbors and have organized their 
governments in a manner similar to Michigan.99  For the 
most part, the counties in these states operate under 
a commission form of government and have similar 

96	 Sellers, Matthew and Byers, Jacqueline, National Association 
of Counties.  County Authority: A State by State Report, 
December 2010.

97	 Connecticut and Rhode Island.
98	 National Association of Counties.  Why Counties Matter 

Community Health; National Association of Counties.  Why 
Counties Matter Transportation and Infrastructure, 2016; 
National Association of Counties.  Why Counties Matter 
Justice and Public Safety, 2016.  

99	 Great Lakes states include Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, New 
York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

county offices and departments.  Standard county 
government in New York is composed of the elected 
representatives of all the cities and towns contained 
within a county, but many alternative forms of govern-
ment exist in that state.  

Of the seven Great Lakes states (including Michigan), 
all except Ohio are considered Dillon’s Rule states.  Dil-
lon’s Rule is a strict construction of constitutional and 
statutory law for local units of government and serves 
to constrict the discretionary powers of local govern-
ments (see Box on page 4).  In contrast to Dillon’s 
Rule, the Cooley Doctrine states that local governments 
have an inherent right to local self-determination.  
Indiana, Illinois, New York, and Ohio allow their coun-
ties to adopt home rule status, and Michigan and Ohio 
both provide charter adoption procedures for counties.  
Michigan, New York, and Wisconsin have provisions 
for a county manager or county executive form of 
government in state law.  Indiana and Wisconsin are 
the only states that allow for city-county consolidation 
in state law.

Like counties in Michigan, the counties in these states 
can do many things and provide many services, but 
just because they are authorized in state law to do 
something does not mean that every county provides 
that service, or that the counties have authority to 
provide the service inside the boundaries of a city 
without the city’s approval.  In general, counties in 
the Great Lakes states all must provide and maintain 
certain county buildings (including courthouses and 
jails, among others), road maintenance and services, 
health and welfare services, correctional facilities, and 
county sheriff offices and services.  Beyond these gen-
eral services and functions required in all counties in all 
the states, some highlights of other services provided 
at the county level include:

•	 Library services in Illinois and Wisconsin.
•	 Solid waste management in Indiana; alterna-

tive waste management, recycling options, 
and landfill facilities in New York; solid waste 
disposal, water service, and sewerage servic-
es in Ohio; and solid waste services, landfills, 
and recycling facilities in Wisconsin.

•	 Ambulance services in Ohio; supplemen-

Service Delivery Responsibilities of County Government in Other States 
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tal fire and emergency medical services in 
Indiana; distribution and coordination of 
fire department training, fire investigations, 
hazardous material handling, specialized 
police units (e.g., K-9), and coordination of 
emergency disaster preparation programs in 
New York; emergency response planning and 
9-1-1 dispatch services in Pennsylvania; and 
9-1-1 dispatch services in Wisconsin.

•	 Funding, administering, and providing elec-
tion services in New York, Ohio, Pennsylva-
nia, and Wisconsin.  

•	 Collecting taxes in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and 
Wisconsin.

In some parts of Pennsylvania, traditional police forces 
are moving from the local municipality to a regional 
agency made up of representatives from the local mu-
nicipalities being represented.  Regional police services 
arose out of a need for greater police services than 
small municipalities were able to provide at the local 
level.  Today more than 35 regional police departments 
serve over 125 municipalities.  Most regional police 
departments were created to strengthen existing police 
services in the areas of administration, supervision, 
training, investigation, patrol, and specialty services.  
Regional police services can improve the uniformity 
of law enforcement in the region, increase coordina-
tion among services, and improve the distribution of 
police officers and services.  It does come with a loss 
of local control (control goes to the regional author-
ity) and sometimes a neglect of local non-essential 
services (though local municipalities can take over 

these services).100

Other States
Another NACo report discussed the ways that counties 
are cooperating and partnering with each other and 
municipalities throughout the country.101  Some exam-
ples include Iowa counties, which are part of more than 
23,000 agreements with other local governments for 
collaborative service delivery ranging from ambulance 
services to public libraries.  In North Carolina, some 
cities and counties share 9-1-1 services and others 
engage in city-county partnerships for sewer infra-
structure upgrades.  Nevada’s Carson City and some 
neighboring counties have partnered together to create 
a cross-county health district.  Kansas’ 105 counties 
collaborate in 27 community mental health centers.  In 
New Jersey, the City of Camden and Camden County 
worked together to fight a crime epidemic; the county 
took over the city police department and created a 
county-wide police force.  Nebraska counties have de-
veloped regional (i.e., multi-county) juvenile detention 
centers and joint public agencies with cities and other 
governmental entities to develop fairgrounds, arenas, 
or water re-development projects.  Some Kentucky 
counties partnered to create regional industrial parks 
and/or to build and maintain county jails.  Other coun-
ties in Kentucky created regional recycling centers in 
partnership with nonprofit organizations and/or other 

100	 Pennsylvania Governor’s Center of Local Government Ser-
vices, “Regional Police Services: A Manual for Local Govern-
ment Officials,” 2011 (http://decd.pa.gov).

101	 Griffith, Joel; Harris, Jonathan; and Istrate, Emilia; National 
Association of Counties.  NACo Policy Research Paper Se-
ries, Issue 5: Doing More With Less, State Revenue Limita-
tions and Mandates on County Finances, 2016.  



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.

Official Research Paper

Lorem Ipsum Research Paper Title
Lorem Ipsum Sub-Heading

115 West Allegan Suite 480   |   Lansing, MI 48933   |   crcmich.org pg. 1

36

Counties in Michigan: An Exercise in Regional Government 

Recommendations for Michigan
The Citizens Research Council of Michigan has been 
reviewing and analyzing local government organiza-
tion, governance, revenue, and service delivery for the 
past 100 years.  In fact, this report drew extensively 
on information from previous Research Council reports 
and the recommendations being made in this report 
are not necessarily new or revolutionary.  Instead, the 
recommendations that follow rely on years of research 
and analysis into what local governments do and how 
they might be able to do things better.  Better can 
be defined as more economical, more efficient, more 
equitable, or some combination thereof.  This report 
is unique in that its focus is on county service delivery 
and the potential benefits of providing services more 
regionally.

County demographic, revenue, and expenditure data 
highlight the fact that the type and amount of services 
provided by county government in Michigan is not 
uniform.  A rural county serving a small population 
with little or no city government will have very differ-
ent service delivery needs and abilities than an urban 
county that is serving many residents and working with 
many local municipalities.  Any approach at regional 
governance has to understand and appreciate the 
variance among counties.

Any recommendations on what counties can or should 
do will require looking at individual counties and their 
local governments to see how things are currently be-
ing done and what services are provided or need to 
be provided and how each individual county can work 
with its local governments to provide services more 
efficiently and effectively.  

Criteria Used to Determine Optimal Service De-
livery Options
The Research Council has issued a number of reports 
over the last decade or so pertaining to local govern-
ment service provision and cooperation.  In 2005, the 
Research Council released its first report utilizing its 
data from a catalog of local government service provi-
sion created by surveying 670 units of local government 
in Michigan.  While that catalog is now over 10 years 
old, it still provides a good starting point to look at lo-

cal government service provision.102  Using the catalog 
data, the Research Council identified different types of 
service areas that could potentially benefit from either 
regional provision of the service or some other form 
of collaboration among governments.

Capital Intensive Services.  These services require 
major expenditures for land, buildings, vehicles, or 
equipment and can benefit from economies of scale.  
The cost of providing the service is not directly related 
to the size of the population or geographic area served.  
Once a local government has invested in the capital, 
the government is often capable of serving additional 
populations and geographic areas.  These services can 
benefit from horizontal collaboration, which is when 
two or more units at equal levels of local government 
agree to work together to provide a service, even if 
one unit brings more to the agreement than another 
(e.g., when a city and township provide a service to-
gether or when one city contracts with another city to 
provide a service).  

The role of the county in capital intensive services can 
be to provide the capital intensive service to multiple 
(or all) of its local units, serving a role similar to a 
private provider contracting with multiple local gov-
ernments, or to facilitate cooperation among the local 
units within the county.

Technically Intensive Services.  These services 
require persons with college degrees or professional 
certification for their provision and can benefit from 
economies of skill.  Once local governments have 
invested in the employment of someone with special-
ized technical expertise, they may have assets capable 
of serving populations and geographic areas broader 
than their individual local government.  These types 
of services can benefit from vertical collaboration, 
which occurs when local governments have functions 

102	 See Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Memo No.  
1079: Catalog of Local Government Service Provision in 
Michigan, September 2005; and Citizens Research Coun-
cil of Michigan.  Report 354: Approaches to Consolidating 
Local Government Services, November 2008; and Citizens 
Research Council of Michigan.  Report 346: Authorization 
for Interlocal Agreements and Intergovernmental Coopera-
tion in Michigan, April 2007 for more information.
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Oakland County
When creating the catalog of local government services, the Research Council identified Oakland County as a model of verti-
cal collaboration.  Oakland County adopted an approach to improving county services by creating functions and performing 
services at the county level that make its cities, villages, and townships better able to perform their own functions or provide 
their own services.  On numerous occasions, efforts to improve county systems led to vertical collaborative arrangements 
that benefitted the municipalities.  This approach was driven as much by the county’s self-interest as it was by a recognition 
that actions that strengthen the weakest cities, villages, and townships in a county will also strengthen the whole county.  
Some examples of county initiated vertical collaboration include:

•	 The county created a county-wide fiber optic network between county offices, all municipal offices, all police 
departments, all court buildings, and most fire departments.

•	 Using Internet technology, the county created a website, CLEMIS (Courts and Law Enforcement Management 
Information System), with 25 applications, including video conferencing, records management, and data stor-
age.  The system ties together the court houses, county jails, county sheriff’s office and squad cars, municipal 
police departments and squad cars, fire stations, and other public safety agencies.  Since its inception, CLEMIS 
has grown to serve the Michigan State Police, Michigan’s Department of Human Services, the U.S. Federal Bureau 
of Investigation, the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, the U.S. Secret Service, and communities and 
colleges and universities in Wayne, Washtenaw, Livingston, Lenawee, and Macomb counties.

•	 The county invested in a GIS capable of serving its municipalities’ needs as well as its own.
•	 The county invested in property assessment software to serve the county’s assessment equalization function, 

which has enabled the county to contract to do the assessing for individual communities.
•	 The county provides radio dispatch services with advanced medical training for dispatchers to its local communities.

Each of these services required an investment by the county and some surrender of autonomy by the individual municipalities, 
but the county and local governments are better able to perform the functions for which they are responsible for as a result.  

How Can Counties Promote Vertical Collaboration?
Oakland County, which is organized as an optional unified county with an elected executive, is highlighted as a model of 
improving vertical collaboration between counties and their municipalities.  It does provide many good examples of how to 
increase and encourage vertical collaboration, but it is by no means the only county doing so.  Many counties are looking 
for and finding opportunities to collaborate with and provide services for their cities, villages, and townships.  Many counties 
and municipalities see that adopting a regional outlook to service provision is the key to maintaining and improving local 
government service provision.  For example, Alpena County has a county-wide intergovernmental council, which promotes 
intergovernmental dialogue and cooperation throughout the county, and provides county-wide ambulance services, recy-
cling services, and tax bill printing services.1 And that is just one example of cooperation in a fairly small county in Northern 
Michigan.

To further promote vertical collaboration and county-wide regional service delivery, counties in Michigan need to address 
two main questions: 

1)	 What does the county need to operate better? 
2)	 What do the municipalities want that they cannot afford to adopt or can no longer afford to provide? 

Internally, officials should look at the future of their county: What services will the county be expected to deliver in the fu-
ture?  What impediments keep the county from performing in its most efficient manner now?  Externally, the county needs 
to understand the needs of its cities, villages and townships: Are there new services that municipalities are considering 
providing that may be better provided by the county on their behalf?  Are there services that have been provided by those 
municipalities that they can no longer afford to provide?  

1	 Data on shared services in Alpena County provided by Munetrix (www.munetrix.com).
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performed for them by a different level of government 
(e.g., the state or county).  

The county’s role in technically intensive services can 
be to take the lead in providing these to its local gov-
ernments.  For some local units, the county can relieve 
them of burdensome services that they have difficulty 
providing; for others, the county can provide them with 
services that they are unable to provide on their own.

Counties as Service Providers.  Counties can and 
should play a vital role in bringing local units of gov-
ernment together and promoting intergovernmental 
cooperation and county-wide service provision.  Oppor-
tunities exist for counties to expand vertical collabora-
tion to their constituent cities, villages, and townships 
because many of the functions performed by local 
governments are also performed by county govern-
ments.  Efforts could be made to promote counties as 
providers of services that require technical expertise 
and that could benefit from regional provision.  Op-
portunities also exist for counties to bring together 
their constituent cities, villages, and townships to find 
the optimal ways to provide capital intensive services 
in their communities and region.

To accomplish these things may require a change in 
the thinking or culture of county government.  Much 
could be gained by changing the thinking of counties 
from stand-alone entities to multi-purpose function 
providers for their local units.  County government 
leaders should work with local governments to assess 
the attributes of the services provided by the county 
and at the same time direct county department heads 
to orient county services to contracting with local gov-
ernments.  County government leadership and staff 
will have to begin seeing themselves as partners and 
services providers for the cities, villages, and town-
ships within their borders.  A Research Council report 
from 1981 identified an approach to county and local 
services which views the county as the “wholesale” 
provider of services and municipalities as the “retail” 
providers of services.103

County Governance Recommendations
With modern methods of transportation and commu-

103	 Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  Report 274: Wayne 
County Charter Issues…County Services, April 1981.

nication, the county is positioned to be the provider of 
many local government services to the potential benefit 
of county residents and the local governments within 
each county.  However, some aspects of county gover-
nance may give people reasons to be wary of handing 
responsibility for more local government services over 
to the county level.  

First of all, most counties are organized as general 
law counties in Michigan with a plural executive and 
a board of commissioners with both executive and 
legislative responsibilities.  This makes maximizing 
accountability difficult and may raise some concerns 
about giving county government more responsibility 
for local government service provision.  A review of 
county governance and state law reiterates the fact 
that counties do not have the latitude to undertake 
activities and services without state legislative autho-
rization.  The County Boards of Commissioners Act 
illustrates that counties require state authorization 
for even ministerial aspects of their operations (e.g., 
determining meeting times and places).104  This is just 
one of many state laws affecting the organization and 
governance of Michigan counties.  

On the other side of the spectrum, home rule counties 
have much more authority for locally elected leaders to 
fashion operations to meet their needs.  If all counties 
in Michigan organized as charter counties (which would 
require voter approval of creating a charter commis-
sion and then of a charter), then each county would 
have more authority to frame its own government and 
provide accountability through an elected executive.  If 
organizing as a charter county is not desirable, counties 
also have the option to organize as an optional unified 
county with an appointed administrator or elected ex-
ecutive.  Optional unified counties do not create their 
own charters and still operate and organize under state 
law, but they do provide more accountability through 
an administrator or executive.  All counties in Michigan, 
whether organized by general law or charter, have and 
will continue to have a plural executive unless the state 
constitution is amended to remove the requirement 
that counties elect a clerk, register of deeds, treasurer, 
sheriff, and prosecuting attorney.

Second, county governance started out as a regional 

104	 PA 156 of 1851 (MCL 46.1-46.32).
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exercise in intergovernmental cooperation, but has 
evolved into more of a stand-alone government.  Coun-
ties were originally governed by boards of supervisors, 
with representation on the boards coming from town-
ships and cities.  As discussed in the section on county 
governance, the county boards of supervisors governed 
counties until the 1960s, when court cases concern-
ing the “one person, one vote” provisions in the U.S.  
Constitution caused changes to county governance.  
The county boards of supervisors were replaced with 
county boards of commissioners, with independently 
elected representatives chosen from districts that are 
rarely coterminous with cities or townships.  

County supervisor board meetings routinely brought 
together local government officials with the opportunity 
to discuss service provision, and county officials heard 
about the need for an expanded county role, the ser-
vices that local units were providing adequately, and 
the services for which local governments would benefit 
from county cooperation.  The move to independently-
elected county commissioners reduced counties’ 
connection to local units.  Where supervisors were 
inherently prepared to address the needs of the local 
governments they represented, county commission-
ers are aware of the needs of local governments only 
when they make special efforts to learn those needs.  

Strong county leadership will be needed to gear county 
services to benefit the local governments and let the 
local governments know that the county governments 
are amenable to working with them to achieve savings.  
That leadership role may require more counties to con-
sider the optional unified or charter form of government 
with an elected executive.  Elected executives are well 
suited to managing all the pieces of county government 
as a whole, directing department heads to carry out 
specific tasks, and championing collaborative efforts.  

County Revenue Recommendations
If the counties are to take on a greater local service 
delivery role, policymakers have to consider how the 
county role, either as a service provider or as a col-
laborator with the local governments, is to be funded.  
If these are to remain local government responsibilities 
for which they seek economies through collaboration, 
then the cost of the services and the financial plight 
of Michigan’s struggling local governments is likely to 
change very little.  On the other hand, if counties are 

to assume responsibility for providing certain services, 
and the responsibility for funding that provision, that 
will free up local government resources to direct on 
the vital services that remain with the cities, villages, 
and townships.  

Policymakers can think about increasing the resources 
available to county governments to expand service 
delivery in two ways that are not mutually exclusive.  
First, they can authorize the levy of taxes other than 
property taxes.  Other states have local-option income, 
sales, motor fuel, alcohol, tobacco, and public utilities 
taxes available; none of these are currently available 
to Michigan counties.  Second, the state could redirect 
state revenue sharing to counties to help them achieve 
economies and cost savings in the delivery of local 
government services.

County Revenue Sharing.  The per capita distribu-
tion of state revenue sharing to counties does reflect 
the fact that the state constitution mandates a county 
role in the provision of several services in administrative 
and criminal justice roles.  However, a per capita distri-
bution is an inefficient allocation of scarce resources.  
It sends funding to counties with the wherewithal to 
fund services from their own resources and sends insuf-
ficient funding to counties that lack those resources.  
The discussion earlier in the paper on county taxable 
value found a six-to-one variance between the per 
capita tax bases of Leelanau County with the richest 
tax base and Genesee County with the poorest tax base 
(see Map 2 on page 17 and Appendix C).  Additional 
revenue sharing dollars sent to counties and distributed 
in a fashion that recognizes variances in fiscal capacity 
among the counties would help to enhance the roles 
counties play.

The problem if policymakers attempted to reform the 
county revenue sharing system is that change would 
create drastic winners and losers.  A model for counties 
based on the distribution formula adopted for cities, 
villages, and townships in 1998 was created to evaluate 
the potential effects of change on each county.  The 
1998 formula recognized variances in fiscal capacity 
based on the ability of each jurisdiction to fund services 
from their own property tax base.  The formula ac-
counted for variances in taxable value per capita and 
the ability to raise a minimum level of revenue with 
the levy of a millage.    
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Table 5 is based on 2015 actual total county revenue 
sharing payments.  If all revenue sharing for local 
governments was directed to the county level to help 
the counties take on more services for their constituent 
local units, then a formula that recognizes variances 
in fiscal capacity would create winners and losers, but 
may be more palatable if it is used to distribute a larger 
pot of money to counties.

County Service Delivery Recommendations
After years of economic malaise and declining tax 
revenues and a recovery that largely left local gov-
ernment revenues lower than their peaks before the 
Great Recession, government leaders, civic leaders, 
residents, and others are asking how the provision of 
local government services might transform to continue 
to meet the needs of local communities and their 
residents.  Michigan has a large number of relatively 
small governments that lack the population to warrant 
independent delivery of some services, lack the critical 
mass of people to always be able to find ably suited 
individuals to carry out some technically difficult tasks, 
and lack the tax base to afford the capital assets or 
high wages demanded by highly skilled individuals.  In 
Michigan’s larger municipalities, with their larger tax 
bases and populations from which to fund services and 
find highly skilled labor, local governments have still 
had to cut services and costs in recent years.  

Before modern means of communication and transpor-
tation, counties were organized as administrative arms 
of the state government and established to extend the 
reach of the state and to make centers of government 
reasonably accessible to those who had business to 
conduct with the state government.  In more recent 
times, county governments have been authorized to 
deliver local services in addition to those performed 
for the state (e.g., parks and refuse disposal, among 
many others), but their governance structure has not 
been updated to reflect these changes.  Counties have 
no geographic territory over which they have exclusive 
control; cities and townships often have the primary 
authority to carry out a service or exercise a function 
(e.g., county zoning only applies if cities and townships 
fail to adopt their own ordinance or collaborate with the 
county).  This being said, counties do exercise some 
functions exclusive of local units, including public and 
mental health and county road systems.

The Research Council’s catalog of local government 
service delivery reviewed 126 county services broken 
down into 23 categories.  The catalog found much less 
collaboration among counties than was found among 
cities, villages, and townships.  Counties play a vital 
role in collaborative efforts to provide services to the 
residents of the cities, villages, and townships within 
their boundaries, often serving as the units that mu-
nicipalities cooperate with, contract with, or simply rely 
on for the provision of services.  Townships and units 
serving relatively small population sizes tend to rely 
most heavily on the county for services or cooperative 
arrangements.  The Research Council did find higher 
levels of county-to-county cooperation among Michi-
gan’s less populated counties, especially in the areas 
of mental health, the courts, and solid waste landfills.  

Local governments in Michigan interact in a variety of 
ways to provide services to their residents.  In some 
areas there is overlap and duplication of service pro-
vision.  In some service areas, there is competition.  
In other areas, governments have come together to 
formally collaborate or informally cooperate to provide 
local government services.  Counties, as a regional 
form of governance, are well suited to provide services 
to residents of smaller municipalities and to partner 
with larger municipalities to see how best services 
can be provided to benefit residents.  The Research 
Council has identified a number of local government 
service areas that could benefit from county provision 
in some form.

The State’s Role.  The state, in its authority over lo-
cal governments, both assists and constrains counties 
and local units.  The state has provided local units with 
local option taxes and shares state revenue.  In some 
areas the state has institutionalized vertical collabora-
tion by requiring county involvement in the provision 
of services, including criminal justice and road main-
tenance.  The state can take (and has taken) direct 
actions to promote local government collaboration and 
cooperation by providing technical assistance and best 
practices; sharing information with local units; provid-
ing standardized data and reporting requirements; 
assisting in the acquisition of capital items; providing 
grants to help with start-up costs related to collabo-
ration; and providing incentives for municipalities to 
contract with their counties to provide services.  The 
state could further institutionalize vertical collaboration 
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Table 5 
Comparing 2015 Per Capita Distributions of County Revenue Sharing to a Formula Based on Fiscal Capacity
		  Distribution 		   
	 Per Capita	 Based on 1998	 Difference	
County	 Distribution*	 Formula	 Amount	 Percent
Genesee	  $ 9,106,310 	  $ 23,695,360 	  $ 14,589,050 	 160.2%
Houghton	            783,358 	            1,666,708 	        883,350 	 112.8%
Wayne	        38,936,571 	          78,377,698 	    39,441,128 	 101.3%
Isabella	          1,503,731 	            2,748,601 	     1,244,869 	 82.8%
Ingham	          6,007,461 	          10,294,957 	     4,287,496 	 71.4%
Bay	          2,304,883 	            3,913,241 	     1,608,358 	 69.8%
Saginaw	          4,280,986 	            7,099,692 	     2,818,706 	 65.8%
Shiawassee	          1,510,939 	            2,486,912 	        975,973 	 64.6%
Ionia	          1,366,727 	            1,990,807 	        624,080 	 45.7%
Baraga	            189,488 	              264,249 	          74,761 	 39.5%
Muskegon	          3,682,560 	            5,026,382 	     1,343,822 	 36.5%
Luce	            141,816 	              177,849 	          36,032 	 25.4%
Wexford	            700,099 	              859,217 	        159,119 	 22.7%
Jackson	          3,427,201 	            4,176,718 	        749,517 	 21.9%
Calhoun	          2,911,735 	            3,435,388 	        523,653 	 18.0%
Chippewa	            823,822 	              966,267 	        142,445 	 17.3%
Hillsdale	            998,510 	            1,133,033 	        134,523 	 13.5%
Montcalm	          1,354,686 	            1,452,080 	          97,393 	 7.2%
Osceola	            503,190 	              495,607 	          (7,583)	 -1.5%
Mecosta	            915,315 	              846,588 	        (68,727)	 -7.5%
Menominee	            513,905 	              457,859 	        (56,046)	 -10.9%
Alpena	            633,008 	              521,544 	       (111,464)	 -17.6%
Gogebic	            351,322 	              284,515 	        (66,807)	 -19.0%
Gratiot	            908,428 	              732,995 	       (175,433)	 -19.3%
Newaygo	          1,036,407 	              832,002 	       (204,405)	 -19.7%
Branch	            967,713 	              758,544 	       (209,168)	 -21.6%
Eaton	          2,304,626 	            1,746,412 	       (558,214)	 -24.2%
Macomb	        17,985,877 	          13,430,252 	    (4,555,625)	 -25.3%
Lapeer	          1,888,866 	            1,330,599 	       (558,267)	 -29.6%
Tuscola	          1,191,868 	              761,961 	       (429,907)	 -36.1%
Saint Joseph	          1,310,907 	              784,780 	       (526,128)	 -40.1%
Lenawee	          2,136,376 	            1,222,897 	       (913,479)	 -42.8%
Delta	            792,789 	              418,458 	       (374,332)	 -47.2%
Kalamazoo	          5,353,793 	            2,767,200 	    (2,586,593)	 -48.3%
Clare	            661,410 	              337,588 	       (323,822)	 -49.0%
Clinton	          1,612,184 	              725,439 	       (886,745)	 -55.0%
Barry	          1,265,525 	              567,822 	       (697,702)	 -55.1%
Marquette	          1,434,566 	              640,883 	       (793,684)	 -55.3%
Saint Clair	          3,486,913 	            1,536,152 	    (1,950,761)	 -55.9%
Kent	        12,888,191 	            5,622,512 	    (7,265,679)	 -56.4%
Arenac	            340,030 	              147,287 	       (192,743)	 -56.7%
Sanilac	            922,073 	              392,654 	       (529,419)	 -57.4%
Gladwin	            549,471 	              227,740 	       (321,731)	 -58.6%
Monroe	          3,251,251 	            1,322,507 	    (1,928,745)	 -59.3%
Ontonagon	            145,003 	                58,571 	        (86,432)	 -59.6%
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Table 5 (continued) 

		  Distribution 		   
	 Per Capita	 Based on 1998	 Difference	
County	 Distribution*	 Formula	 Amount	 Percent
Ogemaw	  $ 464,073 	  $ 187,331 	  $ (276,742)	 -59.6%
Cass	          1,118,383 	              448,801 	       (669,582)	 -59.9%
Crawford	            300,999 	              119,800 	       (181,199)	 -60.2%
Dickinson	            559,651 	              222,717 	       (336,934)	 -60.2%
Alger	            205,335 	                81,176 	       (124,159)	 -60.5%
Missaukee	            317,573 	              124,248 	       (193,325)	 -60.9%
Ottawa	          5,641,874 	            2,198,045 	    (3,443,830)	 -61.0%
Allegan	          2,382,667 	              916,929 	    (1,465,738)	 -61.5%
Iron	            252,728 	                93,317 	       (159,411)	 -63.1%
Van Buren	          1,630,919 	              596,655 	    (1,034,264)	 -63.4%
Schoolcraft	            181,467 	                65,704 	       (115,764)	 -63.8%
Kalkaska	            366,849 	              130,659 	       (236,189)	 -64.4%
Oakland	        25,714,745 	            9,060,674 	  (16,654,070)	 -64.8%
Washtenaw	          7,373,996 	            2,590,574 	    (4,783,421)	 -64.9%
Iosco	            553,642 	              192,710 	       (360,931)	 -65.2%
Oceana	            568,249 	              197,348 	       (370,901)	 -65.3%
Midland	          1,788,562 	              617,371 	    (1,171,190)	 -65.5%
Livingston	          3,870,315 	            1,322,599 	    (2,547,717)	 -65.8%
Oscoda	            184,782 	                62,479 	       (122,304)	 -66.2%
Manistee	            528,961 	              178,461 	       (350,500)	 -66.3%
Otsego	            516,792 	              167,023 	       (349,769)	 -67.7%
Berrien	          3,353,737 	            1,075,460 	    (2,278,277)	 -67.9%
Lake	            246,783 	                79,036 	       (167,747)	 -68.0%
Presque Isle	            286,071 	                88,851 	       (197,219)	 -68.9%
Montmorency	            208,843 	                62,657 	       (146,185)	 -70.0%
Roscommon	            522,887 	              154,730 	       (368,158)	 -70.4%
Cheboygan	            559,309 	              164,107 	       (395,202)	 -70.7%
Grand Traverse	          1,860,357 	              532,630 	    (1,327,727)	 -71.4%
Mason	            613,910 	              157,128 	       (456,782)	 -74.4%
Keweenaw	              46,110 	                11,219 	        (34,891)	 -75.7%
Benzie	            374,805 	                86,223 	       (288,582)	 -77.0%
Huron	            708,290 	              162,523 	       (545,767)	 -77.1%
Alcona	            234,015 	                52,417 	       (181,598)	 -77.6%
Antrim	            504,302 	              104,016 	       (400,286)	 -79.4%
Charlevoix	            554,968 	              107,788 	       (447,179)	 -80.6%
Emmet	            699,222 	              129,022 	       (570,200)	 -81.5%
Mackinac	            237,672 	                40,313 	       (197,359)	 -83.0%
Leelanau	            464,266 	                60,732 	       (403,534)	 -86.9%

* Seven counties are not yet back into the revenue sharing program (see section on local revenue and state 
revenue sharing on pages 12-13), but the Research Council has assumed the pot of money available for county 
revenue sharing would be available to all counties for the purposes of this table.
Source: Michigan Department of Treasury, www.michigan.gov/documents/treasury/FY_2015_Actual_Coun-
ty_Revenue_Sharing_Payments_2014_PA_252_091815_500392_7.pdf, http://www.michigan.gov/trea-
sury/0,1607,7-121-1751_2228_21957_45819---,00.html.
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by requiring county involvement in (or county provision 
of) more services (e.g., property assessment).  To do 
this may require changing state law, depending on the 
service; the state could more easily adjust state law to 
affect services in townships and general law villages 
than it could in cities or villages with their own charter.

New York State has a Local Government Efficiency 
(LGe) program (formerly the Shared Municipal Services 
Incentive program) that provides technical assistance 
and competitive grants to local governments for the 
development of projects that will achieve savings and 
improve municipal efficiency through shared services, 
cooperative agreements, mergers, consolidations, and 
dissolutions.  It had a Countywide Shared Services 
Plans program that made funds available to counties 
if services were provided through vertical collaboration 
to a specified proportion of their cities, villages, and 
townships.  Adopting a program after this model would 
leave counties with the latitude to initiate the provision 
of functions or services for their local governments that 
they feel especially well-suited to provide or that their 
local governments are uniformly interested in shedding 
rather than having the state decide what services the 
counties should provide.

In other ways, the state can be seen as hindering 
local governments through revenue limits and restric-
tions and spending requirements.  A recent Michigan 
State University Extension report reviewed local fiscal 
constraints nationally and identified Michigan as a 
state that “incubates fiscal distress via stringent re-
strictions on local revenue capacity and state policies 
precipitating local spending pressures.”105  The authors 
concluded that municipal fiscal distress is not simply 
a local problem.  They contend that state laws and 
policies provide state governments with extraordinary 
influence over the ability of cities to balance revenues 
and expenditures.  Michigan is one of a few states that 
combines stringent limitations on local revenue options 
with spending pressures stemming from rising local 
service burdens and increased labor costs.

County to County Collaboration.  The focus of this 
paper is on how counties can collaborate with and 

105	 MSU Extension White Paper.  Beyond State Takeovers: 
Reconsidering the Role of State Government in Local Finan-
cial Distress, with Important Lessons for Michigan and its 
Embattled Cities, August 2015.

provide services to their local units of government, 
but counties certainly can, and in some instances do, 
collaborate with other counties.  County collaboration 
could benefit even the most urban county, but it is 
most likely to benefit the smaller, rural counties that 
are found most frequently in Northern Michigan and 
the Upper Peninsula.  

Some examples of services that could benefit from 
county to county collaboration include court administra-
tion and services, corrections and jails, road services, 
health and welfare functions, engineering and legal 
services, drain commissioner, environmental services, 
and public transportation.  Some examples of cur-
rent county collaborations include the Alpena County 
probate judge and prosecutor providing services to 
Alcona, Montmorency, and Presque Isle counties for 
mental health hearings.  Alpena County also hosts 
court records for Montmorency County.  The counties of 
Genesee, Lapeer, and Shiawassee, along with the City 
of Flint, share a comprehensive economic development 
strategy.106  The counties of Sanilac and St. Clair are 
holding public hearings on combining their conserva-
tion districts into one Sanilac-St. Clair Conservation 
District.  These provide a small sample of the current 
county collaborations, but help to show that all coun-
ties can benefit from being open to opportunities to 
collaborate with other counties.

Counties could also benefit from sharing the funding 
and management of regional assets (e.g., airports, 
zoos, cultural attractions).  If one county is managing 
and funding a regional asset that benefits neighboring 
county residents, then the asset may be better man-
aged by creating a multi-county regional authority that 
could spread the tax base beyond the single county to 
all who use it.  Both the Detroit Zoo and the Detroit 
Institute of Arts are funded through a multi-county 
tax levy to share both the burden and benefit of these 
institutions beyond Oakland and Wayne counties.

Information Technology Services.  Information 
technology services include management information 
systems (MIS), geographic information systems (GIS), 
Internet services (Wi-Fi and broadband), intranet ser-
vices, and email and website services.  These types of 

106	 Munetrix data (www.munetrix.com), shared services by 
county.
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services are discussed first because they provide the 
backbone of expanded county services.  Counties will 
be able to do very little for their local municipalities 
if they do not first invest in information technology 
services capable of connecting the county with all its 
local units of government.  

If they have not already, each county should invest in 
the necessary infrastructure and technology to cre-
ate an intergovernmental intranet throughout their 
county.  An intranet is a network within and only for 
an organization; businesses establish intranets for 
communication among employees and governments 
operate intranets for staff interaction.  This is in con-
trast to the Internet, which is a worldwide network with 
content available to everyone.  Computer users on an 
intranet have access to the Internet, but not vice versa.  
Intranets are designed to be more task-oriented and 
less promotional than the Internet.

Establishment of a high-speed intranet connecting all 
county, city, village, and township facilities within a 
county would better enable governments to operate 
in the 21st century and would create an infrastructure 
for improvements in many of the areas for which the 
county and local governments interact.  Establishment 
of an intranet would require dedicated computer file 
servers hosted by the county, and high-speed, broad-
band connections to all computers in each local govern-
ment.  The effort would provide the most benefit if it 
extends beyond the municipal offices to include court 
houses, recreation, health, transportation facilities, 
and other buildings in which government functions are 
carried out.  The creation of a secure intranet among 
local governments would improve opportunities for file 
sharing and the development of resources to capitalize 
on advances in communication.  It could also be done 
in cooperation with the local intermediate school district 
(ISD) to connect school facilities at the same time.  
The initial cost may be high, but it could be shared 
among participating governments and improvements 
in productivity relative to the interactions between 
governments can justify the investment.

The creation of an intranet and the ensuing improve-
ment of opportunities for file sharing and commu-
nications across governments would open up more 
opportunities for counties to provide services to local 
units of government.  These could include services that 

are currently not provided in a local unit of govern-
ment, as well as duplicative services that are provided 
by both the county and a local unit.  With sufficient 
computer and network infrastructure, counties could 
provide (either county-wide or through contract with 
local units) a number of services:

•	 The county could provide the staff to manage 
computers and equipment throughout the 
county and to serve the technology needs of 
the county and its local governments.

•	 GIS would enable governments to use map-
ping technology to spatially identify the 
location of government assets, the demand 
for government services, and the occurrence 
of events that warrant responses by gov-
ernment (e.g., crime trends).  GIS requires 
capital investment to purchase software and 
technically trained personnel to operate the 
software; the county could provide both of 
these things for itself and its local units.

•	 The county could create and maintain web-
sites and email service for all local units and 
provide the technicians necessary to write 
code and maintain sites.

•	 The county could standardize all government 
forms and make them available through a 
common portal.

•	 The county could house, archive, and print 
local government documents and records.  
File servers hosted by county comput-
ers could act as a central repository for all 
databases that local governments main-
tain, including functions of clerks, property 
assessment, police and fire records, jail 
management systems, and building inspec-
tion, among others.  The consolidation of 
databases would give county officials more 
immediate access to data and would create 
a uniform design for comparability across 
jurisdictions.

•	 The county could develop and extend to all 
local units the ability to process credit card 
transactions online; this would allow residents 
to make online payments for property taxes, 
city business taxes, fees, fines, and any other 
charges.  
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Some counties already provide an intergovernmental 
intranet and/or some information technology services, 
such as GIS, across the county, but in most counties, 
there is room for improvement.  Establishing an in-
tranet and providing these types of services to local 
units of government lays the foundation for counties 
to be more connected to their local units of govern-
ment and to be able to provide the functions required 
of county residents and local units of government.  All 
the service areas discussed below will benefit from the 
creation of a county-wide intranet.

Administration and General Government Ser-
vices.  Every unit of local government provides ad-
ministration and general government services.  General 
government services go beyond simply legislative and 
executive functions and include general government 
administration, human resources, fiscal services, and 
document services.

Human resource services include personnel, payroll 
and benefits, and training and professional develop-
ment.  While some local units may contract for these 
services to be provided either by the county or another 
local government or a private provider, the Research 
Council found in its catalog of local government service 
delivery that most municipalities provide these services 
directly if they provide them.  While most local units 
will like to maintain control over the hiring and firing 
of personnel, other human resource services are prime 
for contracting out to the county.  

In the private sector, companies have grown around 
the concept of providing human resource services 
for other businesses.  The ability to outsource these 
functions allows individual companies to capitalize on 
the skills of a few individuals rather than having each 
business employ professionals with the requisite skills 
to manage payroll, file taxes, oversee benefits, and 
perform other personnel matters.  Counties, which 
have to provide these services for their own employees, 
could house the employees with the necessary skills 
to provide these services to local units of government 
throughout each county.  Furthermore, training and 
professional development could be provided regionally 
on a county-wide basis, possibly with the assistance 
of community colleges and state universities, and/or 
in partnership with the state.

Fiscal services include accounting, treasury, purchas-
ing, and financial record keeping services; these 
services are largely provided directly by the different 
units of local government.  As with human resources, 
consolidation of accounting services at the county 
level could capitalize on the employment of skilled 
accountants necessary to maintain financial records; 
instead of working solely on the financial records of a 
single unit with intermittent downtimes, county-level 
accountants’ time could be spread over the needs of 
several communities.  They could be housed in county 
offices or travel between municipal offices.  If counties 
provide accounting services for local units, local units 
could be relieved of this function and just provide book-
keepers as needed for every day data entry.  County 
treasurer offices may be able to assist local units with 
treasury functions as well.  Purchasing functions and 
decisions could be made at the county level; local units 
would still need local staff to make their purchasing 
decisions, but the county could purchase in bulk and 
make general purchasing decisions (e.g., what type of 
paper to purchase).

Document services include printing, archiving, and 
destroying government documents and records.  Most 
communities reported independent maintenance of 
records and archives.  Oakland County has improved 
the efficiency at all levels of government within the 
county by standardizing record keeping (see Box on 
page 37).  The ability to perform this function at the 
county level required installation of high-speed Internet 
access linking all government buildings throughout 
the county and adequate computer capabilities at the 
county level as discussed above under information 
technology services.  Immediate access to local gov-
ernment information makes the county better able to 
perform many of its own functions, while local govern-
ments have easy access to digital records.

Tax Collection.  Tax collection is currently performed 
primarily by cities and townships in Michigan; they col-
lect property taxes and transfer the proper amounts to 
the state, counties, school districts, and other overlap-
ping jurisdictions that levy a tax.  If this function was 
consolidated to the county level, it would simplify the 
collection and distribution of taxes from over 1,500 
units of government performing this function to 83 
counties performing this function.  Counties collect 
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property taxes in 45 states.107

At a time when many property owners rely on escrow 
accounts to pay their taxes and electronic transfers 
make the distance between parties irrelevant, county 
employees may be better suited to monitor prop-
erty transactions and sales trends, and collect taxes 
throughout the whole county.  State law already allows 
a city, township, or village to enter into an agreement 
with their county treasurer for the county to administer 
the local unit’s tax collection functions.

Elections.  Michigan cities and townships are respon-
sible for the provision of election services to the over-
lapping school districts, the counties, the state, and any 
other governmental units with elected officials or the 
ability to place questions on the ballot.  Counties are 
involved in the administration of elections, through the 
canvass of election results, printing ballots, and some 
other tasks; consolidating the administration of elec-
tions as well as the maintenance of records and report-
ing of results within the county would bring uniformity 
to this task and ease the burden on municipal clerks.  

Transferring responsibility over more election admin-
istration tasks to the county level would not diminish 
the local nature of the voting process; each local unit 
would still be divided into precincts, with a polling place 
convenient to most households.  Such a transfer would 
consolidate the duplicative tasks that occur in each city 
and township into a single bureaucracy and bring more 
uniformity to the process.  It would be necessary to 
amend the Michigan Elections Law to move the conduct 
of elections completely to the county level.

Property Assessing and Equalization Services.  
Currently property assessing is done mainly at the city 
and township level, those assessed values are then 
equalized at the county level to minimize variations 
caused by subjective input from the local assessors; 
the state tax commission then equalizes values across 
the counties.  

Assessing and equalization are not the same so this is 
not an example of a duplicative service, but they are 

107	 Griffith, Joel; Harris, Jonathan; and Istrate, Emilia; National 
Association of Counties.  Policy Research Paper Series No. 
5: Doing More with Less, State Revenue Limitations and 
Mandates on County Finances, November 2016.  

similar services that may require duplicative functions 
performed and knowledge obtained by both the county 
and its local units.  The Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 
and George Washington Institute of Public Policy found 
that 30 out of the 50 states provide property assess-
ing primarily at the county level.108  Several counties 
in Michigan already contract to provide assessing 
services for some of their cities and townships.  State 
law allows for assessing to be done at the county level, 
and moving it to this level would eliminate one level of 
government in the assessing process and eliminate the 
need for county equalization.  Furthermore, counties 
may be in a better position to hire qualified appraisers 
to provide assessing services.  

Road Commission and Road Services.  Road 
services include the installation of roads, road main-
tenance and repair, snow removal and winter main-
tenance, leaf removal, and animal removal, among 
other services.  Road services are duplicative to the 
extent that they are provided by multiple levels of 
government – cities, villages, counties, and the state; 
however, each level is responsible for different roads.  

County road commissions could make their services 
available to any local jurisdiction to care for roads on 
a contractual basis.  County road commissions could 
position themselves to provide auxiliary services for 
those municipal road agencies that do not want to turn 
over full road care to the county, but would be inter-
ested in handing over purchasing, road signs and traffic 
lights, engineering, winter road maintenance, or other 
services.  Counties could also provide capital intensive 
services (e.g., garages and vehicles) and technically 
intensive services (e.g., mechanics) to their local units, 
either on a contractual basis or county-wide.

County Sheriff and Public Safety Services.  Public 
safety services include police protection, fire protection, 
ambulance/EMS, disaster response planning, and 9-1-1 
dispatch services.  Public safety services are duplicated 
at the county and municipal levels, but these service 
needs are often determined by population, geographic 

108	 State-by-State Property Tax at a Glance.  http://datatoolkits.
lincolninst.edu/subcenters/significant-features-property-tax/
state-by-state-property-tax-at-a-glance.  Significant Fea-
tures of the Property Tax.  Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 
and George Washington Institute of Public Policy.  (Property 
Tax at a Glance; accessed: 1/10/2017 11:25:57 AM).
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area, road miles, and population density levels and 
those external variables do not change whether a 
service is being provided by the county or a local unit 
or a combination of the two.  

County sheriffs provide police protection and road pa-
trol services in townships; many also provide some po-
lice services by contract inside city boundaries.  County 
sheriffs are in a good position to provide police services 
for local units that wish to shed that service and/or 
to provide support services to independent municipal 
police departments.  The idea is to free up officers 
in the municipal police departments to perform the 
tasks they do best – providing patrol and emergency 
response services.  Counties can provide the capacity 
to handle all other tasks associated with operating a 
police department.   Services that can benefit from 
being provided at the county level include emergency 
dispatch 9-1-1 services, all special units (e.g., child 
sexual abuse, vice, auto theft, cold cases, drugs, etc.), 
public safety purchasing, emergency and disaster 
response planning, hazardous material handling, and 
administrative tasks.  

Counties could also explore the ability to provide simi-
lar support for municipal fire departments.  It is not 
necessarily recommended that counties get involved in 
fighting fires, but that they provide necessary support 
services and specialized services (e.g., fire investiga-
tions) so that municipal fire departments can concen-
trate their resources on fire fighting and fire prevention.  

As discussed earlier in this paper, some local commu-
nities in Michigan (e.g., Kalamazoo) and some other 
states (e.g., Pennsylvania) have experienced benefits 
from consolidating public safety services under one 
department and/or providing public safety services 
regionally.  If there is a desire to move to regional po-
lice or public safety services, the county would be the 
logical regional government to provide these services.  
Regional police and other public safety services provide 
larger departments that are serving a larger geographic 
area and can provide more specialized and higher qual-
ity services.  If there is not a desire to provide public 
safety services regionally, then local municipalities can 
just contract with the county for administrative and 
more specialized services.  State law requires cities 
and villages to provide for the public safety, but does 
not preclude them from doing it through contracting 

with the county sheriff’s office.  

Planning and Zoning Services.  In addition to 
planning and zoning, these services include building 
inspection, community and economic development, 
issuing permits (building, well, and septic), and code 
enforcement.  These services are often provided di-
rectly by each local unit of government, but also can be 
provided collaboratively or at the county level in some 
instances (e.g., well and septic permitting).  Shifting 
the focus of land use planning, zoning, community and 
economic development, and regional marketing to the 
county level would help to control sprawl and make 
land use decisions that are best for the region.  State 
law allows for county-wide land use planning and zon-
ing, but the laws generally require positive actions by 
the local governments to defer those powers beyond 
their boundaries.  Local governments are often hesi-
tant to do this because they rely on the tax revenue 
that results from land use and economic development 
decisions.  Counties that can find a way to work with 
their local units to facilitate regional land use planning 
and economic development will likely benefit the entire 
region as a whole.

The establishment of an intragovernmental intranet 
would facilitate moving building regulation functions 
to the county level.  At one time, building codes were 
determined locally and building inspection was con-
ducted locally because only local inspectors would be 
familiar with each city’s building code; now all build-
ing construction has to comply with the state building 
code and can be better performed at the county level 
because building inspection is a function that requires 
a high level of technical training and as such collaborat-
ing communities can benefit from economies of skill.

Public Works and Sanitation Services.  These 
services are discussed earlier in the paper under public 
works and infrastructure services and sanitation and 
landfill services.  They are combined here in order to 
discuss the potential benefit of providing these ser-
vices at the county level.  Public works services, such 
as water, sewer, and storm water services, are largely 
provided at the municipal level when provided, though 
state law allows counties to provide these services.  
Though they are largely provided at the local level if 
they are provided, they can often be provided collab-
oratively and/or in cooperation with private providers.  
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Public works services are also often regulated by the 
federal government, state government, and county 
health departments.

Sanitation services include refuse collection, recycling 
services, and landfill services.  State law allows counties 
to provide sanitation services, but they are currently 
provided locally, privately, or some combination thereof.  
Some other states (e.g., Indiana) require their coun-
ties to handle solid waste and other services.  Due to 
the collaborative way these services are already being 
provided, including cooperating with private providers, 
it may or may not serve to benefit residents if coun-
ties become more involved.  These services and their 
provision would need to be reviewed by each county 
to see if it makes sense for the county to get more 
involved in their provision.

Public Transportation Services.  Mass transit ser-
vices are often provided regionally (e.g., SMART and 
RTA), but in most urban areas public transportation 
services are not adequate to meet the needs of resi-
dents.  Furthermore, residents in more rural areas still 
have public transportation needs (these needs may be 
more limited to getting rides or a local bus rather than 
some form of mass transit).  As we move into the 21st 
century, more of the ride sharing needs can be met by 
private providers (e.g., Uber drivers), but counties may 
have a role in assessing and providing public transpor-
tation needs for all county residents, even those that 
live outside of a central city.  Public transportation is 
an area where counties can benefit from county-to-
county collaboration.  As with all counties and services, 
residents’ and counties’ needs will vary.

Other Services.  As the Research Council determined 
in previous reports, counties can be most helpful in 
providing the expertise for their local units of govern-
ment to be able to provide (or better provide) techni-
cally intensive services.  Many technically intensive 
services are discussed above (e.g., property assessing 
and special police units, among others).  Other services 
where counties could provide the technical expertise 
to allow local units of government to benefit from 
the service provision include environmental services, 
engineering services, and legal services.  According 
to the Research Council’s catalog of local government 
service provision, environmental services are already 
largely provided by the state or county.  Water qual-
ity and other environmental services require regional 
efforts beyond counties and studies have called for 
much greater coordination among the counties.109  
Legal and engineering services are largely contracted 
with private providers.  

Counties may also be able to help their local units 
provide some additional capital intensive services by 
providing the capital or facilitating cooperation.  These 
types of services could include parks and recreation 
services, library services, and other cultural services.  In 
some areas, these services are already provided either 
regionally or by the county, so each county would need 
to evaluate its abilities to provide these services with 
the needs of its local units.

109   Gongwer News Service.  “Studies Show Need for More 
Regional Water Quality Efforts,” February 22, 2017.
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Conclusion
Local governments in Michigan have faced years of 
declining resources and growing expenditure pres-
sures.  These years have been marked by increased 
efforts at collaboration, service and expenditure cuts, 
and increases in local source revenue options.  Local 
governments still face a structural issue in that their 
ongoing revenue is not sufficient to meet growing 
expenditure pressures.  One potential structural solu-
tion is to move more local government services to the 
county, or regional, level rather than continuing to 
provide them at the most local level.  

The Research Council, through years of research into 
local government service delivery, has identified a num-
ber of services that counties could play a bigger role 
in providing – either by providing a service directly to 
all county residents, by providing services by contract 
to municipalities, or by simply facilitating cooperation 
and collaboration throughout the county-wide region.  
Many counties in Michigan are already doing some of 
these things, but there is room for improvement.  

Before counties can meet additional service delivery 
and cooperation facilitation needs, some basic issues 
in county governance, resources, and service delivery 
need to be addressed.  First, most counties could 

benefit from modernizing their government to elect a 
county executive either by adopting a county charter 
or by organizing as an optional unified county.  County 
government needs strong direction in order to be an 
effective regional leader and unifier.  Second, counties 
need resources to meet additional needs.  These re-
sources can come from moving state revenue sharing 
to the county level and/or from adoption of additional 
local option taxes at the regional level.  Third, officials 
in county government and administration need to 
change their mindset from one of a stand-alone county 
government and simple provider of some state and 
local services, to one of a provider of services to their 
local municipalities and a regional unifier.

As discussed throughout this paper, counties in Michi-
gan are not uniform and have many differences in size 
and population, urban versus rural makeup, revenue 
levels and sources, and expenditure levels and needs.  
The Research Council is not advocating a one-size-fits-
all solution to regional government in Michigan, but 
rather a move to thinking of local government more in 
terms of the region and what county government can 
do in a more effective and economical manner than a 
city, village, or township can do.
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State law details the process to become a charter 
county.

Charter Commission
The board of commissioners of any county in the state 
may, by majority vote of board members or upon peti-
tion of at least five percent of registered county elec-
tors, adopt a resolution providing for the submission 
of the question of electing a charter commission for 
the purpose of framing and submitting to the elector-
ate a county home rule charter.  The question must 
be submitted at the next regular primary or general 
election; if there are no upcoming general elections, 
the board must call a special election.  Table 6 shows 
the number of charter commissioners to be elected 
based on county population. 

Table 6 
Number of County Charter Commissioners

	      Number of  
County	        Charter 
Population	 Commissioners
Under 5,001	 Not more than 7
5,001 to 10,000	 Not more than 11
10,001 to 50,000	 Not more than 15
50,001-600,000	 Not more than 21
Over 600,000	 13 to 35

If a question is submitted on electing a charter commis-
sion, a county apportionment commission, consisting of 
the county clerk, treasurer, prosecuting attorney, and 
the statutory county chairperson of the two political par-
ties (or a party representative from each party if there 
are no statutory county chairpersons), must establish 
charter commission districts equal to the number of 
charter commissioners to be elected.  All districts must 
be single member districts and as equal in population as 
is practicable.  The board resolution must provide for the 
partisan election of charter commissioners, the nomina-
tion of candidates by petitioning or filing a fee, and a 
primary election of charter commission candidates.  A 
qualified candidate for charter commissioner must be 
a qualified elector in district for at least six months and 
may not be an elected county official. 

Appendix A 
Process to Become a Charter County

The ballot on the question of adopting a county charter 
commission shall look like this:

“Shall the county of ……………………………… elect a 
charter commission for the purpose of framing and 
submitting to the electorate of the county a county 
home rule charter under the constitution and laws 
of Michigan?

Yes ( )

No ( )”

If the resolution passes and a charter commission is 
elected, a charter commission must complete its or-
ganization and keep all records of its meetings.  The 
county board of commissioners may not take any ac-
tions to restructure or reorganize county government 
which would have the effect of diminishing the man-
date of the charter commission.  A charter commission 
must draft a proposed charter within 180 days of com-
pleting its organization.  If it has not done this within 
180 days, the charter commission will be dissolved.  A 
charter commission may not remain in existence for 
more than two years.  Before any proposed charter 
may be submitted to the voters, it must be approved 
by a majority of the charter commission members.   

Charter Approval Process
Once the charter commission completes a charter, 
it must be submitted to the governor for approval.  
The charter must be approved or disapproved by the 
governor within 30 days.  The governor may approve 
the charter upon written recommendation of the at-
torney general that it conforms to the provisions of 
the constitution and the statutes of the state.  If the 
governor rejects the charter, s/he shall return it to the 
charter commission with the reasons for rejection.  
Upon return of the unapproved charter, the charter 
commission must reconvene, consider the reasons 
for rejection, revise the proposed charter, and submit 
the revised charter to the governor within a period 
of 45 days.  Upon resubmission, the governor has 30 
days to approve or disapprove the revised charter.  If 
charter is rejected again, the charter commission must 
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reconvene to either revise the charter again or to take 
the necessary steps to obtain a judicial interpretation 
to determine whether the charter conforms to the state 
constitution and laws. 

Upon charter approval or a favorable ruling of the 
court, the charter commission must fix the date for 
submission of the proposed charter to the electorate.  
The commission resolution must also provide for a 
primary and general election of officers for the newly 
created elective offices, whose first term will be for a 
period ending the same time as the incumbent gover-
nor.  Thereafter, they will be elected to four-year terms 
concurrent with the governor.  All incumbent county 
officers whose offices are retained in the charter will 
continue in their office until the expiration of the term 
for which they were last elected.  The question of char-
ter adoption and the question of nomination or election 
of an elected county executive may not appear on the 
same ballot.  A former member of the county board of 
commissioners may not serve as chief administrative 
officer of the county until at least two years after his/
her termination from board.

If the proposed charter is rejected by voters, the 
election of officers newly created therein is void.  The 
charter commission must reconvene within 20 days 
and revise or amend the original draft. The commis-
sion has 60 days to complete its work.  The revised 
charter must be resubmitted to the governor and the 
electorate as the first one was.  If the charter is rejected 
by the electorate again, then the charter commission 
is dissolved.  In no case shall a proposed charter be 
presented to the electorate more than twice.  If a 
charter commission is dissolved, the county board of 
commissioners may adopt a resolution for the elec-
tion of a second charter commission.  They must do 
this if presented with a petition signed by at least five 
percent of registered county electors.  Any member of 
the first charter commission is ineligible for the second 
charter commission. 

If the proposed charter is approved by county electors, 
then the county becomes a home rule county once the 
officers provided for therein are elected.

County Charter
A county charter must provide for:

•	 The partisan election of a legislative board of 
commissioners and for their authority, duties, 
responsibilities, and numbers.

•	 An executive to manage the affairs of the 
county and for his/her authority, duties, and 
responsibilities.  In every county except for 
Wayne County (counties of less than 1,500,000 
population), the charter must provide for a 
salaried county executive, elected on a partisan 
basis.  Wayne County, because of its size, could 
have chosen a plan in which an appointed chief 
administrative officer is selected for a four-year 
term by the board of county commissioners 
but instead drafted the county charter with an 
elected executive overseeing administrative 
functions of the county.  The charter may deter-
mine the veto power of the elected executive, 
and the removal of that official.  The elected 
executive or appointed chief administrator is 
responsible for supervision of all departments 
except those headed by other elected officials. 

•	 The partisan election of a sheriff, prosecuting 
attorney, clerk, treasurer, and register of deeds 
(with the option to combine the offices of clerk 
and register of deeds).

•	 The continuation or discontinuation of all exist-
ing county offices, boards, commissions, and 
departments, with the exception of the con-
stitutional offices listed above and the county 
road commission.  The charter must provide for 
the creation of a road commission consisting of 
between three and five members; at least one 
member must be a township resident.

•	 The continuation and implementation of a 
system of pensions and retirement for county 
officers and employees. 

•	 The continuation and implementation of a sys-
tem of civil service in those counties having a 
system at the time of adoption of the charter. 

•	 The power and authority to adopt, amend, 
and repeal any ordinance authorized by law or 
necessary to carry out any power, function, or 
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service authorized by state law or the charter.
•	 The power and authority to enter into any inter-

governmental contract or to join, establish, or 
form an intergovernmental district or authority 
not prohibited by state law. 

•	 A debt limit not to exceed 10 percent of the 
state equalized value (SEV) of taxable property 
in the county.

•	 The levy and collection of taxes and the fixing 
of an ad valorem property tax limitation not to 
exceed one percent of the SEV of the taxable 
property within the county.  The tax levy may 
not exceed the tax rate in mills equal to the 
number of mills allocated to the county either 
by a county tax allocation board or by a sepa-
rate tax limitation under the General Property 
Tax Act in the year immediately preceding the 
adoption of a county charter, unless a tax in-
crease is approved by voters.

•	 Initiative and referendum on all matters within 
the scope of the county’s power and authority.

•	 A process for recall of all county officials.
•	 A process for amending the county charter initi-

ated either by action of the county legislative 
body or by voter initiative.  An amendment or 
revision may not be effective unless submitted 
to the electorate and approved by a majority 
of voters.

•	 The acquisition, operation, and sale of public 
utility facilities for furnishing light, heat, and 
power.

•	 Annual preparation, review, approval, and ad-
herence to a balanced budget.

•	 An annual audit.
•	 A process to prepare and submit to the gov-

ernor and state legislature a detailed five-year 
plan for short-term financial recovery and 
long-range financial stability in the event that 
a county incurs a budget deficit.   The five-
year plan must include a projection of annual 
revenues and expenditures, an employee clas-
sification and pay plan, a capital improvements 
budget, and equipment replacement schedules.

A county charter may provide for:
•	 The power and authority to establish offices 

and departments as necessary for the efficient 
operation of county government.

•	 The legislative body of any unit of government 
wholly or partially within the county to transfer, 
subject to approval of the legislative body of the 
county and upon mutually agreed conditions, 
any municipal function or service to the county 
if the performance of that function or service 
by the county is not prohibited by state law and 
is offered on a county-wide basis.

•	 The authority to perform any function or ser-
vice at the county level not prohibited by state 
law, including police protection, fire protection, 
planning, zoning, education, health, welfare, 
recreation, water, sewer, waste disposal, trans-
portation, abatement of air and water pollution, 
civil defense, and any other function or service 
necessary or beneficial to the public health, 
safety, and general welfare in the county.  
Powers granted solely by charter may not be 
exercised by the charter county in a local unit of 
government which is exercising a similar power 
without the consent of the local legislative body.  
The cost of any county provided service may be 
negotiated between the local unit of government 
and the charter county, unless it is provided on a 
county-wide basis, then it may be paid for from 
the county’s general fund.

•	 The establishment and maintenance, either 
within or outside of county corporate limits, of 
roads, parks, cemeteries, hospitals, medical 
facilities, airports, ports, jails, water supply 
and transmission facilities, sewage and trans-
mission disposal systems, all public works, or 
other types of facility necessary to preserve and 
provide effectively for the public health, safety, 
and general welfare of the county. 

•	 The power and authority to levy and collect any 
taxes, fees, rents, tolls, or excises, the levy and 
collection of which is authorized by state law. 

•	 A system of retirement for county officers and 
employees.

•	 A classified civil service or merit system for 
county officers and employees, except those 
expressly exempt from civil service by state law.

•	 The election or appointment of a drain com-
missioner.
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Map 3 
Population Change in Michigan Counties, 2000 to 2015

Source: Source: U.S. Census  Bureau, 2000 Census, American  Com-
munity Survey 5-year Estimates http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/
jsf/pages/index.xhtml, Citizens Research Council calculations.

Appendix B 
County Demographic Data
Between 2000 and 2015, 35 of Michigan’s 83 counties 
lost population, 23 counties had a stable population, 
and 25 counties gained population (see Map 3).  The 
counties that lost population are spread across the 
state, but many are located in the northeastern and 
thumb part of the Lower Peninsula and in the Upper 
Peninsula.  The largest percentage of population lost 
was in Ontonagon County in the Upper Peninsula, 
which lost 19.4 percent of its population.  The larg-
est number of residents lost was in Wayne County in 
Southeast Michigan, which lost 282,193 residents, or 
13.7 percent of its population.  Seven counties lost 10 

percent or more of their population from 2000 to 2015: 
Ontonagon, Wayne, Iron, Arenac, Huron, Oscoda, and 
Alcona. 

The counties that gained population can be found 
across the state as well, but many are in the west-
ern part of the Lower Peninsula.  A cluster of coun-
ties around Wayne County in Southeast Michigan all 
gained population, likely benefitting from the exodus 
of residents from Wayne County.  Clinton County in 
mid-Michigan increased its population by the largest 
percentage at 18.8 percent.  Macomb County in south-

east Michigan increased its population by 
the largest number at 66,540 new resi-
dents, or 8.4 percent of its population.  
Five counties increased their population 
by more than 10 percent from 2000 to 
2015: Isabella, Ottawa, Grand Traverse, 
Livingston, and Clinton.  Marquette 
County was the only county in the Up-
per Peninsula to gain population, with 
an increase of 4.6 percent. 

Income, Education, and Poverty Data 
Table 7 highlights county data averages 
based on population sizes and location in 
the Upper or Lower Peninsula compared 
to the average for the entire state.  The 
data show that the larger counties, on 
average, are younger, more diverse, 
and more highly educated, and have 
higher income levels.  The percent of the 
population living below the poverty level 
varies from 14 to 18 percent across the 
different sizes of counties; the state aver-
age is 16.7 percent.  Data averages from 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and Lower 
Peninsula are similar on many measures, 
except that Lower Peninsula counties 
have much higher population and much 
smaller land area on average.  Education 
and poverty levels are very similar, but 
Lower Peninsula counties have a higher 
average median household income.
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Michigan’s median household income in 2015 was 
$49,576.  Seventeen counties had median incomes 
above the Michigan average, including St. Clair, Em-
met, Grand Traverse, Lapeer, Kent, Midland, Allegan, 
Macomb, Eaton, Barry, Monroe, Leelanau, Ottawa, 
Clinton, Washtenaw, Oakland, and Livingston.  With 
the exception of St. Clair County in Southeast Michi-
gan, these counties all gained population between 
2000 and 2015.  They also all have populations over 
50,000 residents, except for Emmet and Leelanau (both 
popular resort counties in the northwestern portion of 
the Lower Peninsula).  Livingston County in Southeast 
Michigan had the highest 2015 median income of 
$75,204.  Lake County in the northwestern part of the 
Lower Peninsula had the lowest 2015 median income 
($30,439), and an additional 66 counties had median 
incomes below Michigan’s average.

Education and poverty levels mirror income levels 
to some extent.  Livingston County had the highest 
percentage of individuals over the age of 25 with a 
high school diploma at 95.1 percent, and one of the 
highest percentages of individuals over the age of 25 
with a bachelor’s degree or higher at 33.6 percent 
(Washtenaw County had the highest at 52.6 percent).  
Lake County had the lowest percent of individuals with 
a high school diploma at 81.9 percent, and the lowest 
percentage of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher at 9.4 percent.  The Michigan average was 89.6 
percent and 26.9 percent, respectively.  Poverty levels 
ranged from 5.9 percent of individuals living below 
the poverty level in Livingston County in 2015 to 30.2 
percent in Isabella County; the Michigan average was 
16.7 percent.
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Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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Appendix C 
2015 County Taxable Values	
County	 2015 Taxable Value	 2015 Taxable Value Per Capita
Leelanau	 $ 2,523,729,240	 $ 116,258
Mackinac	   996,402,485	   89,661
Emmet	  2,694,571,595	   82,418
Charlevoix	  2,031,837,198	   78,301
Antrim	  1,738,618,499	   73,733
Alcona	   742,912,153	   67,895
Huron	  2,194,991,653	   66,278
Benzie	  1,158,546,881	   66,108
Keweenaw	   134,764,992	   62,507
Mason	  1,705,609,433	   59,419
Grand Traverse	  4,620,528,695	   53,118
Cheboygan	  1,355,502,053	   51,832
Roscommon	  1,256,513,306	   51,393
Montmorency	   494,985,008	   50,690
Presque Isle	   654,948,416	   48,964
Lake	   547,934,388	   47,485
Berrien	  7,436,838,041	   47,425
Otsego	  1,137,047,405	   47,055
Manistee	  1,114,882,633	   45,077
Oscoda	   388,609,986	   44,978
Livingston	  8,053,582,840	   44,503
Midland	  3,684,561,852	   44,058
Oceana	  1,163,506,921	   43,790
Iosco	  1,131,036,902	   43,691
Washtenaw	   14,925,681,702	   43,289
Oakland	   51,895,341,437	   43,161
Kalkaska	   732,416,220	   42,699
Schoolcraft	   356,394,136	   42,003
Van Buren	  3,170,047,497	   41,570
Iron	   486,710,195	   41,187
Allegan	  4,402,665,052	   39,518
Ottawa	   10,297,569,794	   39,035
Missaukee	   577,196,272	   38,871
Alger	   369,335,956	   38,468
Dickinson	  1,000,014,766	   38,215
Crawford	   537,770,714	   38,210
Cass	  1,981,761,771	   37,897
Ogemaw	   817,499,656	   37,675
Ontonagon	   255,268,486	   37,650
Monroe	  5,683,655,583	   37,387
Gladwin	   942,702,205	   36,692
Sanilac	  1,539,732,404	   35,713
Arenac	   558,205,702	   35,109
Kent	 21,007,674,507	 34,860
Saint Clair	  5,628,240,115	   34,521



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Maecenas ultrices mi velit, sit amet malesuada elit venenatis et. 

Sed condimentum sodales justo, a molestie tortor mattis ut. Cras ornare rutrum lorem, a auctor sem hendrerit ac. 

Quisque auctor eros eu dui pretium condimentum in in leo. Phasellus interdum tellus in elementum maximus. Quisque 

ut condimentum nulla. Nunc lorem ligula, vehicula id pretium ut, gravida sit amet nunc.

Nam gravida turpis a nulla vehicula fringilla. Nam a luctus augue, nec ultrices est. Proin a feugiat massa, id vulputate 

metus. Mauris id lacinia elit, et lobortis sem. Sed quis diam pulvinar, egestas urna at, mattis odio. Phasellus bibendum 

nulla vitae maximus imperdiet. Vestibulum ac quam volutpat, commodo enim id, molestie tortor. Morbi dapibus dapibus 

ornare. Pellentesque quis massa tellus. In interdum in lacus nec fermentum. Nullam ullamcorper euismod justo at 

dictum. Phasellus aliquet ultrices dolor, vel tempor diam convallis quis. Vestibulum hendrerit dignissim enim nec 

dapibus. Integer volutpat congue tincidunt. Vestibulum sed nunc leo.

Morbi sed sapien vitae urna pretium dignissim eu at sapien. Aliquam eu nisl volutpat, commodo mauris sed, pharetra 

ante. Nulla lobortis lectus ac sem imperdiet, at fringilla ante commodo. Aliquam sed ullamcorper nisl. Nullam sollicitudin 

dolor purus, nec cursus mauris mattis quis. Pellentesque consectetur tellus vel nisi elementum volutpat. Suspendisse 

sed dolor sit amet libero tincidunt congue. In egestas libero neque, vel cursus dui blandit vel.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Aliquam erat volutpat. Sed imperdiet augue sit amet eros rhoncus egestas. Mauris mauris nunc, scelerisque eu dapibus 

nec, hendrerit a dolor. Duis vel nisl porttitor, dictum nulla id, molestie lacus. Nulla vehicula placerat justo, vel semper 

metus luctus sed. Cras blandit ultrices ipsum sed facilisis. Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam 

ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare 

vehicula ante.

Quisque sit amet venenatis eros. Nulla vulputate pulvinar mauris. Vestibulum pulvinar erat varius sem vestibulum, at 

tristique nisl dapibus. Morbi hendrerit nisi malesuada, feugiat justo vitae, sagittis orci. Nam quis laoreet quam, a 

faucibus risus. Morbi egestas molestie odio quis elementum. Suspendisse iaculis nisi id risus vehicula convallis. Donec 

tincidunt congue fringilla.

Maecenas varius eros orci, sed mollis arcu finibus eu. Nullam ut quam ut lorem rutrum cursus non sed massa. Nunc sed 

sollicitudin orci. Integer libero tellus, iaculis in orci ut, ornare vehicula ante.
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County	 2015 Taxable Value	 2015 Taxable Value Per Capita
Marquette	  $ 2,283,427,444	  $ 34,042
Barry	  2,005,640,124	   33,895
Clinton	  2,547,727,561	   33,798
Clare	  1,009,902,066	   32,655
Kalamazoo	  8,170,869,806	   32,640
Delta	  1,206,534,426	   32,548
Lenawee	  3,198,852,571	   32,023
Saint Joseph	  1,959,154,984	   31,963
Tuscola	  1,765,660,266	   31,683
Eaton	  3,353,542,662	   31,121
Branch	  1,394,454,321	   30,818
Alpena	   906,860,375	   30,639
Gogebic	   502,635,304	   30,598
Lapeer	  2,689,687,494	   30,454
Macomb	   25,559,369,130	   30,392
Newaygo	  1,470,210,200	   30,339
Gratiot	  1,288,380,729	   30,332
Menominee	   728,672,996	   30,325
Osceola	   699,675,520	   29,738
Mecosta	  1,246,834,552	   29,133
Wexford	   934,894,362	   28,559
Luce	   188,651,750	   28,450
Chippewa	  1,094,634,260	   28,417
Baraga	   248,919,839	   28,095
Hillsdale	  1,292,177,928	   27,677
Montcalm	  1,728,250,360	   27,284
Jackson	  4,317,954,029	   26,945
Calhoun	  3,631,219,496	   26,672
Bay	  2,847,034,923	   26,417
Ingham	  7,277,720,492	   25,909
Muskegon	  4,351,224,209	   25,270
Saginaw	  4,926,248,765	   24,610
Isabella	  1,711,805,770	   24,346
Shiawassee	  1,701,036,561	   24,078
Ionia	  1,525,847,931	   23,877
Houghton	   852,537,453	   23,276
Wayne	   40,277,599,494	   22,123
Genesee	      8,708,327,172	   20,452

County Total	 $327,732,524,070	 $  33,159

Source: Michigan Department of Treasury, http://www.michigan.gov/
treasury/0,1607,7-121-1751_2228_21957_45819---,00.html; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census 
population data; CRC calculations.
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