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What is a township?

ÁIn Michigan, if you don't live in a city, you live 
in a township. 

ÁTownships are a product of Michigan's early 
history

ÁMichigan is one of 20 states that currently has 
some form of township government.
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What is a township?

ÁMichigan currently contains 1,242 townships 
that vary in size and population. 

ÁBased on the 2000 Census, Michigan 
township populations vary from 10 to 95,648 
people. 

ÁMore than half of all Michigan residents live 
in a township.
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What is a township?

ÁThe townshipsystem was established in the 
Midwest by Congress in the Northwest 
Ordinance of 1787. 

ÁAs early as 1790,Michigan land descriptions, 
using the rectangular (acreage) system, 
werebeginning to divide the territory into
36-square-mile "survey townships."

ÁThe basic unit of the United States Public Land 
3ÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÔÏ×ÎÓÈÉÐȱ

ÁThe Meridian and Base Line serve as the chief 
ÇÕÉÄÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ×ÎÓÈÉÐÓȱ
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ÁArticle VII, §17 Townships; corporate 
character, powers and immunities.

ÁEach organized township shall be a body 
corporate with powers and immunities 
provided by law.

Constitution
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Under our constitution each township is a separate 
municipality, whose officers are elected by town residents, 
and who are themselves residents. No person not living in 
the township has any voice in its affairs. No instance has 
ever been known in our history where a town or town 
representative has been allowed to exercise any 
governmental powers in another town. It has always been 
understood that in providing, as it does, for the organization 
and incorporation of townships, the constitution dealt with 
them as recognized and ancient municipal bodies, the 
substantial character of which was intended to be 
perpetuated.       
Baxter v Robertson57 Mich. 127 (1885)

Constitution
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Á Acquire, own and dispose 
of real and personal 
property

Á Sue and be sued

Á Appoint necessary agents 
and attorneys for that 
purpose

ÁMake contracts necessary 
and convenient for the 
exercise of their corporate 
powers

Á Incur and pay obligations

Á Receive and deposit 
monies
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ÁAs a body corporate: ÁAs a local government:

Á Assess property

Á Levy and collect taxes

Á Conduct elections

ÁMake laws by adopting 
ordinances

Á Regulate land use

Á Regulate activities with 
ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ȰÐÏÌÉÃÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒȱ 
for public health, safety 
and welfare

Á Exercise powers and 
duties expressly granted 
or fairly implied by law

Townships:



ÁLocal governments have no 
inherent powers and possess only 
those limited powers which are 
expresslyconferred upon 
them by State Constitution 
or state statute or which 
are necessarily implied 
therefrom.

Hanselmanv Killeen 
419 Mich. 168 (1984)

Constitution
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Ƨ.ÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ )ÍÐÌÉÅÄƨ

ÁȰ.ÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÁÌÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÓÔ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ 
limits of State authority in this direction are to be 
defined, but a wise statesmanship must look 
beyond the expenditures which are absolutely 
needful to the continued existence of organized 
government, and embrace others which may 
tend to make government subservethe present 
and prospective happiness and prosperity of the 
ÐÅÏÐÌÅȢȱ

Hays v City of Kalamazoo, 316 Mich. 443 (1947), 
quoting Justice Thomas M. Cooley in People ex rel. 
Detroit & Howell RailroadCo. v Township Board of 
Salem, 20 Mich. 452 (1870)
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#ÉÔÉÅÓ Ÿ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÈÁÒÔÅÒ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ ƛ

ÁArticle VII, §22 Charters, resolutions, ordinances; 
enumeration of powers.

ÁUnder general laws the electors of each city and 
village shall have the power and authority to frame, 
adopt and amend its charter, and to amend an 
existing charter of the city or village heretofore 
granted or enacted by the legislature for the 
government of the city or village. Each such city and 
village shall have power to adopt resolutions and 
ordinances relating to its municipal concerns, 
property and government, subject to the constitution 
and law. No enumeration of powers granted to cities 
and villages in this constitution shall limit or restrict 
the general grant of authority conferred by this 
section.
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ƛ4Ï×ÎÓÈÉÐÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ
ÁArticle VII, §34 Construction of 

constitution and law concerning counties, 
townships, cities, villages.

ÁThe provisions of this constitution and law 
concerning counties, townships, cities and 
villages shall be liberally construed in their 
favor. Powers granted to counties and 
townships by this constitution and by law 
shall include those fairly implied and not 
prohibited by this constitution.
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Sources of Township Powers

ÁMichigan Constitution

ÁState statutes passed by the Legislature

ÁCase law (court decisions)
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Township Functions
ÁMandatory
Ğ Elections

Ğ Assessing

Ğ Tax Collecting

Ğ Township Board 
Legislative Functions

ĞOpen Meetings Act and 
Freedom of Information 
Act compliance

Ğ Accounting, Audit, and 
Financial Reporting

ÁPermissive
Ğ Roads

Ğ Fire Protection

Ğ Police Protection

Ğ Emergency Medical

ĞWater / Sewer

Ğ Parks and Recreation

Ğ Planning and Zoning

Ğ Code Enforcement

ĞOrdinance Enforcement

Ğ Liquor Inspections

Ğ Library

Ğ Cemetery

Ğ%ÔÃȢ ȣ
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ÁArticle VII, §18 Township officers; term, 
powers and duties.

ÁIn each organized township there shall be 
elected for terms of not less than two nor 
more than four years as prescribed by law a 
supervisor, a clerk, a treasurer, and not to 
exceed four trustees, whose legislative and 
administrative powers and duties shall be 
provided by law.

Constitution
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Two Kinds of Townships

ÁProvided for in 
Michigan 
Constitution

ÁTownship Board

ĞSupervisor

ĞClerk

ĞTreasurer

Ğ2 or 4 Trustees
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ÁGeneral Law Townships ÁCharter Townships
ÁOver 2,000 population

Á 4 Trustees

Á All authorities of a General 
,Á× 4Ï×ÎÓÈÉÐȟ ÐÌÕÓ ȣ

Á The Charter Township Act

Á Administrative authority 
delegated to supervisor or 
superintendent

ÁQualified boundary 
protection

ÁMAY have additional 
taxation authority 
(qualified)
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Departments

ÁFire Department

ÁBuilding Department

ÁPlanning & Zoning Department

ÁAssessing Department

ÁParks Department

ÁPolice Department
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Other Township Bodies

ÁA township may establish two types of 
bodies: statutory and advisory.

ÁStatutory boards and commissionsare 
public bodies either required or authorized by 
law. 

ÁAdvisory committees are not mandated or 
authorized by specific statutes. 
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Statutory Boards and Commissions

ÁThe enabling statute will identify the procedures, 
rules and authorities for a statutory board or 
commission.

ÁSome common township boards and commissions:
ĞPlanning Commission
ĞZoning Board of Appeals
ĞBoard of Review
ĞConstruction Board of Appeals
ĞElection Commission
ĞOfficials Compensation Commission
ĞPolice/Fire Administrative Board
ĞLibrary Board 
ĞPark Commission
ĞHistorical Commission
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Statutory Boards and Commissions

ÁThe Michigan Planning Enabling Act, (MCL 125.3801, 
et seq.), authorizes a township to create a planning 
commission. The MPEA specifies the appointment 
process, membership, authorities and rules for a 
township planning commission. 

Á If a township creates a planning commission, it must 
follow the procedures outlined by the MPEA. The 
planning commission must also comply with the Act 
(and other statutes) in all its functions. 

Á If a township enacts a zoning ordinance, it is 
required to establish a zoning board of appeals 
under the Michigan Zoning Enabling Act, (MCL 
125.3601, et seq.). 
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Other Statutory Bodies 
ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ Ƨ0ÁÒÔ ÏÆƨ Á 4Ï×ÎÓÈÉÐ

ÁDistrict Court (very rare)

ÁBuilding Authority (not code authority)

ÁDowntown Development Authority, TIFA, 
LDFA, Brownfield Redevelopment 
Authority

ÁEconomic Development Corporation

ÁHousing Commission

ÁPort Authority
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Advisory Committees

ÁNon-statutory

ÁȰ!Ä ÈÏÃȱ Ђ ȰÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅȱ ɉÁÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄɊ

ÁA township board may choose to create 
advisory committees. 

ÁAn advisory committee should be created for a 
specific purpose such as collecting information 
or making recommendations. 

ÁAdvisory committees are just thatɂadvisoryɂ
and they have no authority of their own. They 
can only do what the board has authorized them 
to do.
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Advisory Committees
ÁAdvisory committees may be appointed by the 

township board or individual officials, such as the 
supervisor, clerk, treasurer or superintendent. 

ÁOnce a township board decides to create an 
advisory committee, it should determine:
Ğ#ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅȭÓ ÎÁÍÅȟ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÒ ÇÏÁÌÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ
ĞWho appoints
ĞNumber of persons to be appointed
ĞLength of the term they serve
ĞTimeline to report findings or recommendations
Ğ! ȰÓÕÎÓÅÔ ÄÁÔÅȱɂwhen the committee expires
ĞCharge to comply with Open Meetings Act (may be 

required by law, based on what the committee actually 
does) and Freedom of Information Act
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)Ó ÉÔ ÏÒ ÉÓÎƦÔ ÉÔƛơ

ÁPart of the township?

ĞOwned by township, alone or jointly?

ĞA separate local government, political 
subdivision , authority or other statutory body?

ĞAn interlocalagreement?

ĞAn advisory committee?

ĞPrivate interest?
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)Ó ÉÔ ÏÒ ÉÓÎƦÔ ÉÔƛơ

Ȱ&ÉÒÅ "ÏÁÒÄȱ

ÁAdvisory committee (single or multi-unit)

ÁSingle statutory Fire Administrative Board

ÁJoint statutory Fire Administrative Board

ÁInterlocalagreement (i.e.,GrandTraverse County 
Rural Fire DepartmentɂUrban Cooperation Act)

ÁEmergency Services AuthorityɂA separate, 
statutory entity made up of several member units

ÁPrivate (non- or for-profit) company (EMS 
company contracting with townships that includes 
ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÁÃÈ ÔÏ×ÎÓÈÉÐ ÏÎ ȰÂÏÁÒÄȱɊ
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How Townships Interact with Other Entities
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