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Preface

As part of its Symposium on the Future of Local Government, the
Michigan Municipal League Foundation commissioned several
“working papers’ that analyzed trends and offered critiques of
Michigan local governments at the turn of the millennium.

One “working paper” entitled A Bird’s Eye View of Michigan
Local Government at the End of the Twentieth Century was written
by staff of the Citizens Research Council of Michigan. This paper
advocated for three magjor changesin Michigan local government:

1. Reduce the number of local governmental units;

2. Introduce single executive positions in the structure

of some levels of local government;

3. Sort out the powers of local government.
Rather than a scholarly and objective analysis of the structure, or
roles of cities, villages, counties, school districts and townships,
“Bird’'sEye’ isa“Bull’sEye” value-laden indictment of township
government. It offerslittle empirical evidence in support of its
arguments; it champions home rule cities without question as the
preferred form of government for urban areas and county govern-
ment as superior to township government for providing servicesin
rural areas. These sweeping conclusions are made with no data or
analysis of therelative cost of services provided by these entities.

The Michigan Townships Association agreed to collaborate with
the Michigan Municipal League Foundation’s Symposium on the
Future of Local Government in the belief that an objective, nonpo-
litical analysis and critique of all current forms of local govern-
ment in Michigan could ensure that Michigan’s citizens continue
to enjoy excellent local government into the next millennium.

We believe that the quality and economy of services provided by
townships speak for themselves. The Michigan Townships Asso-
ciation believes that the unsupported assertions and arguments
raised in“ Bird' s Eye” should not go unchallenged. In defending
the viability of townships, MTA does not wish to impugn cities,
counties or school districts, although the Citizens Research Coun-
cil could have added to the quality of the discourse on the future of
local government by making the same effort to analyze the other
units of government as they did townships. However, applying
the same type of broad brush characterizations that “Bird’' s Eye”
leveled at townships would be equally unfair to the many cities,
counties and school districts aswell.
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Why Townships Exist in Michigan

The township form of government is arelatively recent devel op-
ment in local governance. Township governments were widely
adopted in the upper Midwest states that were part of the North-
west Ordinance of 1787. The twenty or so states that recognize the
township form of government were generally admitted to statehood
in the early to mid 1800’s, the exception being Pennsylvania which
was one of the original thirteen colonies.

A handful of other states admitted to the Union in the decade prior
to and immediately following the Civil War, retained the township
form of government to alimited extent, while states in the far west
generally opted for stronger county government rather than form-
ing townships to provide local services.

Townships Under Scrutiny

Local government reform movements that followed World War |1
have advocated consolidation of local governmentsinto large
regional entities and centralization of local government service
delivery. These movements have seen little success, except for a
handful of mergers or consolidations that have occurred around the
county. Academics and advocates of municipal government have
guestioned the continued viability of the township form of govern-
ment in Michigan and in other states. Sparsely populated prairie
states have diminished the role of their townships over time, but
larger statesin the Midwest have retained strong townships. The
Michigan Constitutional Convention of 1963 affirmed the continu-
ation of townships and actually expanded their powers. Still,
guestions of the viability of township government continue to
arise, albeit infrequently, from the academic community and from
advocatesfor cities.

An extensive critique of townshipsin Michigan isoffered in a
“working paper” entitled “ A Bird's Eye View of Michigan Local
Government at the End of the Twentieth Century,” commissioned
by the Michigan Municipal League Foundation in June 1999. The
paper is one of a series developed by the MML Foundation for a
symposium on the future of local government in Michigan, held in
Midland, Michigan in the same month. “ Bird' s Eye’ was written
by the staff of the Citizens Research Council of Michigan, a 501-
C(3) organization that devel ops papers on various topics related to
state and local government.

The following is the Michigan Townships Association’ s response
to the issues presented in this “working paper”:
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A Rebuttal to

A Bird's Eye View of Michigan Local Government
At the End of the Twentieth Century
written by Citizens Research Council of Michigan

Statements contained in “Bird’ sEye’ arein italics, and the
Michigan Townships Association’srebuttal followsin normal
typeface.

“ Local government has been affected by economic and social
changes, but it has been remarkably resistant to changeaswell . . .
Despite the advances in communications and transportation, the
geographic area of most local governments in Michigan continues
to reflect the distances horses could travel in a day.” (Page 1)

The reference here is to the standard geographic size of most
townships, which is six miles by six miles. The common under-
standing is that townships as governmental entities were generally
configured to this size to accommodate travel by horseback. The
inference is that, original township and county boundaries no
longer serve a useful purpose.

Most governmental boundaries, including the United States
northern boundary with Canada and Michigan’s borders with
Wisconsin, Ohio and Indiana also have no relevance in the twenti-
eth century to the provision of government programs and services.
The fact that these borders were created about the same time as
township borders has not generated an outcry to annex or transfer
land with our neighboring states. Current city borders resulted
from population densities occurring when each city incorporated,
and have little relevance to current population densities or to the
economical and efficient provision of municipal services.

These traditional borders may have lost their original relevance,
but they have served to guide the in-migration of new residents
who preferred a particular community’ s values, amenities or tax
rates. Traditional boundaries have created a sense of identification,
of belonging to, and ownership of a particular areain its residents.

There are mechanismsin law for townships to be consolidate with
each other, or to create new townships from existing ones, if the
affected citizens agree. Thereis, however, no statutory mecha-
nism for adjusting boundaries between cities to reflect changing
circumstances and economical provision of services.
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“In looking at local government in Michigan from the per spective
of a century’ s development, four aspects stand out:

Q

Michigan has a large number of local units. The number of
school districts has declined dramatically, but the number of
special districts has risen and the number of townships has
remained essentially stable.

The structures of many local governments, particularly
townships and counties, reflect nineteenth century emphasis
on a diffused executive function.

Power s once exercised exclusively by citiesin dealing with
urban services are now being exercised by townships as the
creation of new cities through incorporation has largely
come to an end and efforts at annexation and consolidation
have been frustrated.

Although the property tax remains the mainstay of finance
for general-purpose local units, a shift toward state funding
has become evident. Many local units, including most
townships, find that more than half their revenues derive
from state aid raising the question of whether such subsidi-
zation may promote the retention of uneconomic units of
government. (Page 1)

Our response to these points are as follows:

Q

“Bird'sEye’ points out that Michigan ranks 14" among the
50 statesin the number of local units. However, considering
that Michigan ranks 8th among the 50 states in popul ation
and ranks 22nd in land area, the number of units of govern-
ments seems proportional to need.

It istrue that counties and townships have a diffused execu-
tive function in comparison with cities. However, the
assumption of the paper isthat a strong executive isthe
preferred model for all communities and for all types of
local governments. They apparently intend the reference to
the “ nineteenth century emphasis’ to suggest that anything
that is old must no longer be of any value.

Michigan TownshipsAssociation
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Theadvantage of adiffused executivefunctionisthat it requiresmore
consensusbuilding in administrative matters, which resultsin decisons
that reflect variouscommunity
viewpoints. Countiescan opt for an
executivemodd if preferred, but
interestingly few have done so.
Publicadministratorsgenerdly prefer

The Township Perspective on Annexation:

Former Albuquerque Mayor David Rusk has become well
known nationally as an advocate of regional government.

the strong executivemodel, but In his book “Cities Without Suburbs,” Rusk advances the
resdentsare often uncomfortable argument that if a city cannot annex adjacent land, it suffers
with placing toomuch power in one economically and socially. Many city officials have found
jperson. his argument persuasive. However, if one examines the

cities with “inelastic” boundaries that he uses to illustrate
his point, one finds that they are predominantly older cities

Q There are still significant dependent on declining heavy industries such as automo-

differences between cities biles and steel. The distress of these “rust belt” cities is
and townships asto the much more likely to result from the decline of their primary
scope of services offered, industries, than from their inability to annex land from

their governance styles and neighboring jurisdictions.

the costs to residents of Liberal annexation laws may make sense in states where

their services. The scope county governments are providing minimal services to
of services that townships unincorporated areas, but annexation laws in Michigan
are authorized to provide, simply pit townships and cities in a “win-lose” war. The

however, has not changed gains to the city are at the expense of the township. Annex-
! . . ation laws also minimize the ability of property owners and

S'gn'f'ca”t'Y inthe last fifty residents in the area to be annexed to decide in which

years. Theimpetus for jurisdiction they choose to live.

townships to incorporate

into citiesin the past was Counties and townships cannot simply take land area from

not from the inability of an adjacent entity to bring in more revenue. Annexation

. . subsidizes inefficiency and fiscal irresponsibility by giving
towr_]Sh' psto provide cities a “safety valve” when budgets get tight. Annexations
services, but to fend off an provoke bitter fights that scar intergovernmental relations
annexation attempt from an for decades following the skirmish.
adjacent city. Itisun- o . . N
doubtedly true that laws The Mlchlgap Townships Asspmatlon position on annex-

. . ation recognizes that annexations should occur when
pr_otectl ng townSh'_p bound- proponents build a consensus of support within the city, the
aries from annexation have township and the area proposed to be annexed. Annex-
brought to an end the ation laws should require an affirmative vote in each of
creation of new cities. The these areas for an annexation to occur.

option of incorporation as a

city remains available to townships, and many urban
township citizen committees have studied and rejected the

option of incorporation. The preference of residentsto
remain as atownship should be respected. M A

| MICHIGAN TOWNSHIPS ASSOCIATION |

6 Michigan TownshipsAssociation



U State funding hasbecome moreimportant asarevenue source
for dl typesof local governments, none more so than schools.
However, the question of whether state shared revenues
promote theretention of uneconomic unitsof government lacks
any supporting evidence. Whileitisprobably truethat state
shared revenuesreduce the need for higher property taxes,
thereisno reasonto assumethat the subsidy occursonly in
townships. Itisasoprobably truethat, on average, townships
derivealarger proportion of their revenuesfrom state shared
revenuesthanisthe casefor cities. However, thisresultsfrom
the statutory and congtitutional limitationson township authority
tolevy property taxescompared with cities.

The allegation that state shared revenues subsidize uneconomic
units of governmentsis a question that should be directed at cities
more than townships. A recent series of articlesin The Detroit
News found that townships were generally much more economical
than citiesin terms of the cost of providing services. Until re-
cently, the formulafor distributing state shared revenues explicitly
rewarded governmental units that levied higher than average local
taxes. Therefore, state shared revenues have historically been a
disincentive for cities to reduce local taxes and the cost of services.
The legidature recently adopted a new formulafor distributing
state shared revenues, and while “relative tax effort” has been
eliminated, a proxy indicator that serves the same purpose was
implemented. Cities, simply by virtue of their form of governance,
receive more state shared revenues on a per capita basis than all
but the largest townships.

One characteristic of Michigan local government isthe large
number of units with a small population. Only 76 of the 1,241

[sic] Michigan townships have a population of 10,000 or more.
The other 1,166 townships have a population of about 2,100
people. Itisnot clear how efficient government can be with such a
small population base. While the geographic area of townships
are fairly uniform, with a low population density, the tax burden
cannot be spread among a wide number of taxpayers asis possible
in more populated units. Additionally, with fewer residents
receiving government services, economies of scale available to
mor e populated units are not available to these units. (Page 12)

This statement reflects the “bigger must be better” bias. The fact
that small townships operate on far less property tax millage

should be ample documentation that efficiency doesnot result from
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being bigger. Larger entitiesdevel op expensivebureaucraciesto deliver
sarvices, whilesmdler townshipsrely on part-timeofficidsand volun-

teersand focuson providing essential
community servicesrather thantrying

tobeeverything to everybody. Itis Why ismost of the development in
Michigan occurring in townships?

truethat somerura townships
struggleto make endsmeet when

state and federal lands compriseup Quality of Life. Most people prefer to live in less densely

to 80% of thetotal township land populated areas. Students attending schools serving
areaandtherearerelatively few townships generally perform better on standardized tests
citizens. However, thegovernmentd and there is a perception that the schools are safer.
servicesrequiredinrural areasare of Crime rates are generally lower in townships.

amuch smaller scopethan thoseof Taxes. Townships are limited by state law in how much

more densely popul ated areas. property taxes they can levy compared with cities.
Townships cannot levy income taxes. The scope of

Economies of scale are much more services a township can offer is more limited than is the

characteristic of utilities such as case for cities, so townships focus on high quality basic

. services. Township officials strive to “live within their
water and sewer systems required means.”
in populated urban areas than for
basic servicesrequired in rural Accessible. Township residents often feel a great sense
areas. However, smaller entities of ownership over their township government. Elected

have embraced intergovernmental officials are accessible and the absence of bureaucracies
enables elected officials to quickly resolve issues. Town-

contractua arrangernmtSto reduce ship board meetings are less formal and more inviting for
the costsof servicesthrough econo- citizen participation.

miesof scdewhilemantaininga
sense of community ownership over
thoseservices.

Two hundred eighty onecitiesand villages (approximately 49% of the
total) al'so have apopulation of 2,100 or less. Does* Bird'sEye”
contend that ssmply becausethey arecitiesand villages, that they are
more efficient than townshipsof the same size? Webelievethat hard
datawould indicate otherwise.

At the time many of the local governments wer e established, the
responsibilities of local government were fairly uncomplicated and
untrained elected officials could quickly acquire the necessary
skills to perform the government services. As government has
taken on additional responsibilities, the tasks have become more

complicated, therefore having small governmental units for the
sake of representation islosing its value. (Page 12) M A
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State and federal mandates have madeall aspectsof local government
adminigtration morecomplex. However, smdler governmentd units
have made exemplary stridesin keeping abreast with theincreasing
complexity of thetasksthey areexpected to provide. Local officias
have cons stently shown awillingnessto attend educationa programs,
embrace new technol ogy and devel op creative sol utionsto new chal-
lenges. Theincreasing complexity of thetasksdoesnot diminishtheir
value*“for the sakeof representation.”

.. .With several officials elected to each of the levels of govern-
ment, this large number of governmental units adversely affects the
ability for votersto monitor the contribution of any single elected
official. (Page 13)

It would undoubtedly be true that eliminating elected offices would
make those fewer remaining offices—and the persons holding those
offices-more visible. However, governmenta entities would lose
the specialization and expertise that each of these officials bring to
office. School boards, for example, were created because of the
need for specialization in educational policy that was difficult for
municipal officials to achieve given the scope of their other duties.
Eliminating elected offices and replacing them with appointed
officials does nothing to enhance the ability of the public to moni-
tor the performance of that service—it only reduces the public’s
ability to hold officials accountable. Consolidating governmental
entities reduces the influence that an individual citizen or group
will have on the provision of services, resulting in further aien-
ation of citizens from government.

Proposed Reforms (page 13)

O  Eliminate village government. While the continued
viability of villagesis aworthy topic to consider, the
“working paper” infers that the villages will retain a home
rule charter, meaning that they should simply convert to
cities. Asan aternative, some villages should simply
dissolve and return to full township jurisdiction.

O  Eliminate distinction between cities and townships.
Townships havelong been subject to scrutiny, and have evolved
to meet the changing needsof their citizens. Townshipsare
moreVviabletoday thanthey werethirty or sixty yearsago.
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Conclusionsreached by aparticular critic of township govern-
ment inthe 1930's, quotedin® Bird'sEye,” haveno relevance
today. Whiletownship residents havethe option of incorporat-
ing asacity, none have chosen to do so for almost twenty-five
years. Dissolving townshipsinto countiesisnot feasiblegiven
the current county structure. Countieshaveno expertiseto
providefire protection, and many volunteer fire departments
would not survive county control and supervision. Counties
would need to establish new administrativefunctionsto perform
thelocalized servicesthat townshipscurrently operatewith
part-time officials and volunteers. Zoning and other land
use decisions would be made by governmental officials
who have no proximity to the issue and would likely have
no grasp of local preferences. Political pressuresto provide
uniformity of service levels throughout the county would
result in increased costs and inefficiencies in the provision
of services. The accountability and connection between
citizen and government provided by township government
would be lost. A unique service currently provided by a
particular township would likely not retain any political
support from elected officials representing other parts of
the county if the county were forced to assume responsibil-

ity.

O  Provide more services on a county-wide basis. People till
need face-to-face communications and consultation with
local officials. The belief that “transportation and commu-
nication advances’ eliminate the need for townships as
separate units of government reflects a disdain for the
personal attention to local issues that citizens deserve from
their elected officials. Travel to the county seat to conduct
business is a hardship to persons who do not live within its
immediate proximity. County services will not have the
same sense of community ownership that is possible
through township services.

C. Revising Archaic Governing Structures (page 21)
“ Even though the constituencies served by local governments have
undergone tremendous changes and the breadth of services de-

manded from local government has expanded greatly, little has
been done to make the structure of local government more efficient
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or effective.”

The statement rests on the contention that efficiency and effective-
ness can only be achieved through state government mandates on
local government structure. It ignores the efforts of elected and
appointed officialsto serve their constituents and the ability of
local officials to adapt state |law to meet local needs. The ballot
box for elected officials, and the unemployment line for appointed
officials, are time-honored incentives to find ways to make local
government better serve its constituents. Constituencies and the
demand for services may evolve over time, satisfaction with local
government remains high.

“ Further exacerbating thisissue has been the granting to villages
and townships additional powers, such as enhanced taxing author-
ity and greater boundary protection for townships. These addi-
tional powers have allowed villages and townships to survivein
urban areas. While providing many of the same services as cities,
many villages and all townships continue to operate with govern-
ing structures better suited to rural areas.” (Page 22)

Again, the implicit assumption made by this statement is that the
strong mayor form of government is the only form of government
appropriate for urban areas. The strong mayor form of government
offers advantages in urban areas that have divisive constituencies
and strong internal political pressures. However, the powers of a
supervisor in acharter township have proven sufficient for efficient
management in urban townships. It does not follow that a strong
mayor form of government necessarily results in more efficiency
and effectiveness. The quality of decision-making will determine
whether services are efficient and effective. Having a manager or
elected executive also diminishes the necessity to obtain a consen-
SUS 0N iSsuUes.

[11. Powers of Local Government (page 22)

The Overlapping Nature of Local Government

.. Villages and townships have gained some of the powers previ-
ously reserved only to cities. Rather than perpetuating a systemin
which increases in popul ation density and greater demands for
local government services cause a community to incorporate as a
city, these changes have granted authority to villages and town-
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ships to perform many of the same services that had made cities
unique. . . Rather than clearly delineating the powers and author-
ity of each type of gover nment, more than one type of gover nment
has been granted the same powers. . . Often no level of govern-
ment has the legal authority adequate to cope with urgent commu-
nity needs. Thisimpairsoverall local freedomto deal with vital
affairs; the whole becomes less than the sum of its parts. (Pages
22-23)

The obvious bias toward cities aside, why does the* Bird's Eye”
assume that every growing community needs acity’s higher
taxing powers, acity’s administrative structure, and that its citizens
want their local government to possess the broad powers of a home
rule city?

Given the broad powers of cities and other general purpose units of
government, it would be highly unusual to hear a complaint that
from agovernmental entity that it lacked the legal authority to cope
with an urgent community needs. Service deficiencies usually
arise from insufficient financial resources.

The overlapping nature of local government does result in some
confusion among citizens as to what governmental entity is respon-
sible for resolution of a particular problem or issue. However,
multiple jurisdictions alow for varying service levels to respond to
local needs. The Michigan Department of State Police, for ex-
ample, provides aminimal police presence throughout the state;
county sheriff departments augment State Police resourcesin areas
where the State Police cannot adequately protect. Likewise, city,
village and township police departments target law enforcement
resources in localities where required due to population density,
crimeincidence or high motor vehicle traffic.

.. .Cities, villages, townships, school districts, intermediate school
districts, and special authorities all are authorized to provide some
of the same services counties are authorized to provide, including:
parks and recreation programs,; water and sewerage services;
solid waste disposal; planning and zoning; airports; port facilities;
libraries, hospitals, and economic development efforts. Although
the county is often the level of government best suited to provide
many of these services because its wide geographical area creates
aregional orientation, the ability of local levels of government to
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provide these services usually predominates. Theresult is often
struggles for power, overlap in the delivery of services, and ineffi-
ciency in the utilization of tax dollars. (Pages24-25)

“Bird’'sEye’ assertsthat aregional base that counties can provide
is often the most appropriate “ orientation” for local services. This
may be true if the county is relatively homogeneous in service
needs and demands, but thisis normally not the case. Within an
area as geographically large as a county there are varying levels of
needs and wants for particular services, yet when a county provides
aservice to one area there will be political pressure to provide the
service elsewhere in the county. In some circumstances, counties
can and do provide some services more efficiently and effectively
than the cities, villages and townships in that particular county may
be able or willing to do. However, the broad assertion that coun-
ties are often best suited to provide servicesis unsupported by
theory or data.

C. Sorting Out Local Government Powers (page 27)

If cities were the only units delivering local government servicesto
urban areas, there would be no need to vest duplicative powersin
villages and townships. If the townships or counties were the only
levels of government delivering servicesto rural areas, there
would be little need to vest duplicative servicesin any other level
of government. (Page 28)

Asaprescription for rationality of government powers, this state-
ment is nonsense. The premise offered isthat there are entirely
different servicesrequired in “urban” areas compared to “rura
areas.” |sfire protection an urban or arura service? Which type
of areais entitled to parks and recreation programs? Isarural area
experiencing contaminated water not entitled to a municipal-type
water system? If septic systems are failing, must an area incorpo-
rate as acity to have a sewer service? Should we make libraries
available only to city residents? Or, if residents in part of acity
use wells and septic tanks, should that area automatically revert
back to atownship?

What are“urban areas’ and “rural areas?’ How are* suburban” or

developing areas to be governed? Suburban and rural residents
need or want many services enjoyed by urban residents, but to a
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differing leve than that offered by cities. Why itistroublingto*® Bird's
Eye’ that townships provide many of the same servicesascities? Isit
the assumption that somehow the publicisbetter servedif acity pro-
vides servicesinstead of atownship? Why does*”Bird'sEye’ presume
that if townshipswere prohibited from offering the same servicesas
cities, moreareaswould beforced to incorporate as cities, and that
would somehow be good?

Cities do have powers to provide some programs and services that
townships cannot, such as social services, community health, and
roads. If township residents want to have these types of services
available at alocal, rather than at a county level, they can pursue
cityhood, and be willing to pay the additional taxes that go along
with cityhood. The servicesthat state laws empower townships to
do are necessary to address basic health, safety and welfare con-
cerns. Depriving township residents of essential services asan
inducement to cityhood is tantamount to blackmail.

V. Finances of Local Government
...Very few local units are large enough — in population, area, or
taxable resources — to take advantage of economies of scalein
solving current and future problems. (Page 28)

If economies of scale were the key to providing economical local
government services, the City of Detroit would have the lowest
property taxesin the state. However, not all services haveinfinite
economies of scale. Some services such as police and fire protec-
tion have increasing costs after reaching a particular size or service
area. However, to take advantage of economies of scale, many
local governments enter into contracts to provide local government
services in multiple units.

Sate aid originated in Michigan as a means of compensating local
governments for taxes collected at the state level that either were
formerly collected at the local level or that preempted local collec-
tion of that tax. However, over the yearsit has grown into the role
of supplementing the reduced property revenues resulting fromthe
tax limitations and of enabling local governments to keep property
tax rates lower than they otherwise might have been.

Itismideadingtoimply that state shared revenuesare not used as

originally intended. Popular support for the income tax and sales
tax was based on the fact that local governments would share in the
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revenuesderived. State shared revenuesare accomplishing precisely
what votersorigindly intended them to do—supplement loca govern-
ment budgetsto reduce the burden on property taxes and/or to enhance
sarvices.

Negative Consequences of State Aid

.. .Sate aid may have allowed individual units of government to
exist longer than they could if left to their own resources. Absent
state aid, many local governmental units would not have sufficient
resourcesto adequately deliver the services demanded of them.
Under these circumstances, local governmental units would be
forced to annex newly populated areas and consolidate with
neighboring units to create greater economies and to allow them
to more efficiently utilize the resources available to them. (Page
32)

“Bird’'s Eye’ appears to be advocating removing state shared
revenues from small cities, rendering them unable to provide
adequate services from their residents, thus forcing those citiesto
annex property from adjacent townships. Isthe detrimental eco-
nomic impact to the township resulting from annexation of no
concern? Isacity’s ability to annex township property to subsi-
dizeitsinability to operate within itsfiscal constraints good public
policy? The availability of increased property tax revenues from
annexation isadisincentive to acity to exercise fiscal control.

C. Local Government Finance by L evel of Gover nment (page 33)
Revenue sharing . . . Because revenue sharing payments are
sufficient, or nearly sufficient to fund township services, nine
townships and two villages do not levy any property taxes at all
and 215 townships and two villages levy less than one mill. (Page
34)

The implication is that townships receive too much revenue shar-
ing. “ Bird' sEye" reports that on average 42 percent of total
township revenues are derived from state shared revenues, but they
do not report figures for cities and villages. However, itislikely
truethat alarger portion of atypical township budget isfunded from
state shared revenues compared with citiesand villages, because
townshipsare much morerestricted intheamount of property taxes
they canlevy. Townshipscannot also levy incometaxesascancities.
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Townshipsdo not receive state gasand weight tax revenuesasdo cities
andvillages. Low property taxesarearesult of theselimitationsand
fiscd restraintsexercised by townships.

Ad Valorem Special Assessments. . . Rather than imposing these
assessments based on frontage, or another measure of the benefit-
ting property, they are levied on the value of the property. Bend-
ing the meaning of benefit to the property. . .(Page 34)

The Michigan Supreme Court, in Dixon Road Group v. Novi
opined that “benefit” to properties to be special assessed had to
relate to the increase in valuation to that property resulting from
the improvement financed by the special assessments. An ad
valorem special assessment complies with the court ruling better
than afront footage basis advocated in “ Bird's Eye.”

V. Financesin the 21% Century
State Aid . . . For state taxpayers dollarsto be used effectively and
efficiently, the distribution of those dollars must direct the greatest
funding to those local units with the greatest needs. (Page 39)

The 1998 amendments to the state shared revenues formula were
predicated on the assumption of the Legislature that the old for-
mula, ostensibly based on “need” as measured by a community’s
relative tax effort, rewarded inefficiency and mismanagement. The
new formulatriesto allocate state shared revenues on amore
equitable, per capitabasis.

The Future. . . With the competition that local governments face
for resources, the best chance for success might be to strengthen
their hands by combining with other units.

For consolidation to work, it needs to originate from the “bottom
up.” That is, residents and policymakers in adjacent communities
need to recognize that they have the same vision, and that the
resulting entity would be more efficient than the two entities
operating independently. However, many communities, even those
immediately next to each other, have different valuesand preferences
for local government services. Policiesthat would force communitiesto
consolidate absent alocally-recognized need would run roughshod over
the sense of community identity that hasevolved over thegenerationsin
every Michiganlocale. If loca resdentsarewilling to tax themselvesat
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asufficient level to maintain services, why would theauthorsof “ Bird's
Eye’ presumetoimposetheir valuesfor bigger, centralized government
on otherswho do not sharetheir viewson local government?

“Bird’'sEye's” advocacy of consolidation would require a state
law that would allow for easy abolition of the charters of cities and
villages to accomplish a consolidation involving those units,
assuming of course that the advocacy of consolidation appliesto
smaller cities and villages as well as townships.

Conclusion

The Michigan Townships Association’s involvement in the Michi-
gan Municipal League Foundation’s Symposium on the Future of
L ocal Government was predicated on assurances that the sympo-
sium would examine a broad range of local government issues. “A
Bird's Eye View of Michigan Local Government at the End of the
Twentieth Century” was represented to be an analysis of the
current state of local governmentsin Michigan in relation to the
topics covered at the Symposium — structure, sustainable commu-
nities, leadership, financing, and technology.

For some reason, “Bird’ s Eye” lost sight of its mission and became
an indictment on township government. It fails to provide analy-
sison the general state of Michigan local government. It seldom
wanders beyond its central theme, which isthat it would be great
for cities if townships went away.

Areresidents and businesses abandoning the inner cities? “Bird’s
Eye’ s solution is the city should just annex their new homes and
businesses back into the city. Thisreminds one of alinefrom The
Eagle' sHotel California: “You can check out any time you like,
but you can never leave.”

How to make cities more attractive to residents and industry?
Make sure that any areas outside a city boundary cannot provide
services necessary for development. Taxestoo high in cities?
They will not seem so highif homeownersand businesseshaveno
choiceexcept to moveto another city that leviesthe sametaxes. If city
taxes appear too high in comparison to township taxes, eliminating
townshipsequa sproblem solved.

We have not attempted in this response to elaborate in detail on
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why Michiganresidentsincreasingly prefer toliveintownships. Suffice
it to say, township residentshave grasped what “ Bird'sEye” 'sauthors
have missed. Township government iseconomical, responsive, ac-
countableand accessible.

It isgreat that the city form of government has found devoted
supporters in the authors of “ A Bird's Eye View of Michigan Local
Government at the End of the Twentieth Century.” The opinions
they espouse can be expected to arise in adiscussion on the future
of local government. We do not believe that it isin the spirit and
intent of the symposium that their views are the only opinions
allowed to be aired, but by being so prominently featured in an
official symposium “working paper” unfortunately givestheir
viewpoint aforum that other views do not enjoy.

Nevertheless, the symposium’s planning committee intention was
to stimulate discussion. We hope that our response to “ Bird's
Eye’ fulfillsthat intention.

CRITERIA FOR DECISION:
TOWNSHIP FORM OF LOCAL
GOVERNMENT OR CITYHOOD?
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As aproponent of local control, the Michigan Townships Associa-
tion takes no position whether a community should organize its
local government as acity or as atownship. Cities and townships
offer differing levels of service options and taxation levels. Some
factors that should be considered include:

1. Desired scope of services. Asahomerule entity, cities can
offer abroad array of services, such as social services and road
improvements and maintenance. Cities can perform any functions
that state law does not prohibit. Townships, like counties, are a
statutory form of government. Townships can perform those
functions that state legislation has authorized. Townships can
provide awide range of local government services, but have
limited authority to provide social services. Townships may
expend funds to support road maintenance and improvements, but
state laws assign legal responsibility for roads to county road
commissions.

2. Taxation: To support a broader scope of enhanced services,
cities can levy up to twenty mills on taxable property ($20 of
property tax for each $1,000 of property value). Cities can include
millage limitationsin its charter, which voters can amend at an
election. Citiescan aso levy income taxes. State law authorizes
charter townshipsto levy no more than ten mills, which except
under limited circumstances must be approved by the voters.
General law townships may levy approximately one mill, and may
levy additional mills with voter approval up to alimit established
in the state Constitution.

3. Road funding: Cities and village receive some of the gas and
weight tax collected by the state to help defray the cost of munici-
pal street maintenance and improvements. Townships do not
receive gas and weight tax funds; instead, road commissions who
take care of roads in townships receive these monies. In most
cities the revenues received from the state do not cover the cost of
taking care of municipal roads, so additional local taxes must be
collected to subsidize road related expenses. Cities may take
control over roadswithin itsjurisdiction from the county road commis-
sion, but the city obtain road commission consent to relinquishits
control over roadswithinthecity. Townshipsover 40,000 population
can assume control over roadswithinitsjurisdiction and receivea
portion of the state gasand weight tax funds, provided that thetownship
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leviesat least onemill for road purposes.

4. Governing structure: Cities can adopt a variety of optional
structures for the city legislative body, including provisionsfor a
mayor with veto power over council decisions, or aweak mayor
with acity manager. Cities may elect council memberson a
nonpartisan or partisan basis, and can choose to either have elec-
tions by wards, at-large representation, or a combination of the
two. State laws define township governing structure in state law.
Every township must have an elected supervisor, clerk treasurer
and two or four trustees. The duties of these officers are provided
in state law as well, and the township board has very limited
authority to alter these duties. Townships can employ a profes-
siona superintendent or manager to oversee the day-to day opera-
tions of the townships. In charter townships that do not employ a
superintendent or manager, the supervisor isresponsible for daily
activities.

Territorial integrity: Cities have greater protection against annex-
ation than is the case for townships. Lands within acity can be
detached and returned to the township by the consent of a vote of
residents in the area subject to a detachment and the remainder of
the city. Charter townships that chartered before 1978, and also
other charter townships that provide certain municipal services are
protected against an annexation initiated by an adjacent city.
However, a petition signed by twenty percent of theresidentsin a
prescribed area can initiate areferendum to annex. The state
boundary commission has limited jurisdiction over boundaries
involving a charter township that complies with the annexation
exemption criteria. General law townships can experience annex-
ationsinitiated by aresolution of an adjacent city. If the township
disputes the annexation, the state boundary commission adjudi-
cates the annexation question. If more than 100 personsresidein
the area subject to annexation, the residents may petition for a
referendum on the annexation.

Land use authority, ordinance powers. Townships and cities have
comparable powersto regulateland use and adopt ordinancesto
protect the hedlth, safety and welfare of the community.

Summary: Incommunitieswhereres dentswant local taxesto be

limited by constitution and statelaw, and wherethereisaneed for basic
governmenta services, thetownship form of government hasproven
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ableto provideefficient, quality basicloca government services. In
communitieswhereres dentsneed abroader scope of servicesand
wishto haveahigher taxation level than that alowed in townships, the
city form of government should be considered.
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