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This report examines the organization of city and village governments in
Michigan, forms of government, and the development of local home rule.

Systems of Government for Michigan Municipalities, by the late Arthur W.
Bromage, Professor Emeritus of Political Science, University of Michigan,
explains the various structural forms of government available to cities and
villages.

Caution should be taken in using statistical information in this report.
Incorporation and form of government changes number upward to a dozen a
year. The statistical information, therefore, is accurate as of October 2024.

Systems of Government for Michigan Municipalities*

The present status of cities and villages in Michigan is the result of historical
tradition, of the home rule provisions of the Constitutions of 1908 and 1963, of
the home rule acts of 1909, and the initiative of individual communities. During
the nineteenth century, the State Legislature recognized the need to
incorporate by special acts the densely settled communities within the basic
pattern of counties and townships. The system of local government written into
Michigan's 1908 and 1963 Constitutions recognized the continuing existence of
counties and townships, with the voluntary incorporation of the more densely
settled areas as cities and villages. An innovation in the 1908 Constitution was
a provision for city and village home rule charters—a change which was to have
many repercussions.

Villages

The basic difference between a city and a village is that whenever and
wherever an area is incorporated as a village, it stays within the township. The
villagers participate in township affairs and pay township taxes in addition to
having their own village government. Incorporation as a city, however, removes
an area from township government. City dwellers participate in county elections
and pay county taxes, as do villagers, but are removed from township units.

Villages in Michigan are organized primarily to establish local regulatory
ordinances and to provide local services such as fire and police protection,
public works, and utilities. Certain of the local duties required by the state are
not demanded of the village but are performed by the embracing township
including assessing property; collecting taxes for counties and school districts;
and administering local, county, state, and national elections.

1 Article by the late Arthur W. Bromage, Professor Emeritus of Political Science, the University of
Michigan. Revised by the League’s general counsel William L Steude in 1994. Updated May 2005.
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Most of the villages (206 of 252) are still governed
under the general village law. Charters for villages
are the exception, although any village may adopt
a home rule document under 1909 PA 278, as
amended, which is a companion to the 1909 Home
Rule City Act (1909 PA 279). No special act
villages exist, because the General Law Village Act
of 1895 brought all then existing villages under its
provisions. General law villages may make
amendments to their basic law by Home Rule
Village Act procedures. Such amendments,
however, may not extend to a change in the form
of government.

Cities

A city, being withdrawn from the township, must
provide the basic, state-required duties as well as
its own services. In addition to being responsible
for assessing property and collecting taxes for
county and school purposes, the city is also solely
responsible for registration of voters and conduct
of all elections within its boundaries.

The greater independence of the city, in
maintaining local regulations and functions and
state-imposed duties in one integrated unit,
accounts for the creation of many small cities in
Michigan during recent decades. The trend has
also developed in villages to seek incorporation as
cities whereby they achieve a separation of
jurisdiction from the township.?

In October 2024, Michigan had 281 incorporated
cities and 252 incorporated villages—a total of 533
municipalities. Of this total number, 322 had
adopted home rule charters.

In 1895, adoption of the Fourth Class City Act
created two types of cities: 1) fourth class cities
(3,000 to 10,000 population), and 2) “special
charter” cities (all cities not falling in the 3,000-
10,000 population range). Over the course of a
century, all but one of the “special charter” cities
(Mackinac Island) has reincorporated as a home
rule city.

The Michigan Legislature altered fourth class cities
by enacting 1976 PA 334 (see also OAG 5525,
7/13/1979). This legislation designated all fourth
class cities as home rule cities—however, they are
governed by the Fourth Class City Act, not a tailor-
made charter written by an elected charter
commission. Currently, four cities continue to be
governed by the Fourth Class City Act.

2 Michigan Municipal League, Municipal Report, Impact of
Changing from a Village to a City (Michigan Municipal League,
1994, 2003, 2019 Revised)

Standards of Incorporation

For incorporation of a home rule village, a
population of 150 is the minimum, but there must
be a minimum density of 100 to the square mile.
There is no statutory requirement that a village
must become a city when it experiences a rapid
growth in population. Once incorporated, villages
may seek reincorporation as fifth class home rule
cities, providing their population is between 750
and 2,000. Alternatively, they may seek
reincorporation as home rule cities if their
population exceeds 2,000 with a density of 500 per
square mile. For many years the Home Rule City
Act required 2,000 population and density of 500
per square mile for city incorporation. A 1931
amendment permitted fifth class city incorporation
at 750 to 2,000 population with the same 500 per
square mile density, but authorized villages within
this range to reincorporate as cities regardless of
density.

There is no basic difference between a fifth class
home rule city and a home rule city, except the
population differential and the statutory
requirements that fifth class home rule cities hold
their elections on an at-large basis. If all the
territory of an organized township is included within
the boundaries of a village or villages, the village
or villages, without boundary changes, may be
incorporated as a city or cities as provided in 1982
PA 457.

Unincorporated territory may be incorporated as a
fifth class home rule city provided the population
ranges from 750 to 2,000 and there is a density of
500 persons per square mile. The same density
rule applies to the incorporation of territory as a
home rule city if the area has a population of more
than 2,000. There are no other methods of city
incorporation today. A new city must be
incorporated under the Home Rule City Act.

State Boundary Commission

Under 1968 PA 191, the State Boundary
Commission must approve all petitions for city and
village incorporation. The Boundary Commission is
composed of three members appointed by the
Governor. When the Commission sits in any
county, the three members are joined by two
county representatives (one from a township and
one from a city), appointed by the probate judge.

In reviewing petitions for incorporation, the
Boundary Commission is guided by certain

2 Michigan Municipal League



statutory criteria: population; density; land area
and uses; valuation; topography and drainage
basins; urban growth factors; and business,
commercial and industrial development. Additional
factors are the need for governmental services;
present status of services in the area to be
incorporated; future needs; practicability of
supplying such services by incorporation; probable
effect on the local governmental units remaining;
relation of tax increases to benefits; and the
financial capability of the proposed municipality
(city or village). In other words, boundary
commission review centers on the feasibility of the
proposed city or village.

After review on the basis of criteria, the boundary
commission may deny or affirm the petition.
(Affirmative action may include some revision of
the proposed boundaries on the commission's
initiative.) Once the boundary commission has
issued an order approving incorporation, a petition
may be filed for a referendum on the proposal. The
referendum permits the voters to accept or reject
the incorporation. If incorporation is approved by
the voters, the incorporation may be finally
accomplished only through the existing process of
drafting and adopting a city or village charter.3

Home Rule

Home rule generally refers to the authority of a city
or village under a state's constitution and laws to
draft and adopt a charter for its own government.
This contrasts with legislative establishment of
local charters by special act, which result in
mandated charters from the state capitol. Home
rule frees cities and villages to devise forms of
government and exercise powers of local self-
government under locally prepared charters
adopted by local referendum.

Constitutional home rule is self-executing in some
states and not so in others. Non-self-executing
home rule, which Michigan wrote into its 1908
Constitution, leaves it up to the state Legislature to
implement the home rule powers. Michigan's
Legislature did this by enacting the Home Rule
City Act and the Home Rule Village Act, both of
19009.

In turning to home rule when it did, Michigan
became the seventh state to join in a movement

31970 PA 219 provides that all annexation proposals, as well as
proposed incorporations and consolidations, also come before the
State Boundary Commission. For further information, contact the
State Boundary Commission at 116 W Allegan, Lansing MI 48933.
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which now includes 37 states. It was more than a
national trend which motivated the Michigan
Constitutional Convention early in this century.
Under the special act system of the nineteenth
century, Michigan cities were, according to one
observer writing closer to the time, “afflicted by
their charters with an assortment of governmental
antiquities.™

The Legislature, under Article VII (Sections 21-22)
of the 1963 Michigan Constitution, must provide for
the incorporation of cities and villages by general
law. Such general laws of incorporation must limit
their rate of taxation and restrict their borrowing of
money and their contracting of debt. The voters of
each city and village have power to frame, adopt
and amend charters in accordance with these
general laws. Through regularly constituted
authority, namely their established representative
government, they may pass laws and ordinances
pertaining to municipal concerns subject to the
Constitution and general laws.

By October 2024, 276 cities and 46 villages had
adopted home rule charters. The total of 322
charters so adopted makes Michigan one of the
leading home rule states in the nation.

Charters

The Michigan Municipal League, versed in the
needs of cities and villages, renders informational
assistance through its inquiry service which
includes a charter database. This one-of-a-kind
database includes information from all 276 home
rule city charters on key concepts such as number
on council, how the mayor is selected, terms of
office of council, how vacancies are filled, fiscal
year, etc. A few Michigan attorneys have become
specialists in drafting charters. The quality of city
and village charters has improved steadily. No
longer is it necessary for elected charter
commissioners to search for “model” charters
elsewhere, since many good charters exist in
Michigan itself.

With some exceptions, Michigan charters have
been influenced by nationwide trends in municipal
practices such as the short ballot, the small
council, election of council members-at-large,
nonpartisan nominations, and election of
councilmembers. Chief executives of either the

4 Robert T. Crane, Municipal Home Rule in Michigan, Proceedings
of the Fourth Annual Convention of the lllinois Municipal League
(Urbana, 1917), pp.62-65.

5 For Michigan, classification as a home rule state, see Arthur W.
Bromage, “The Home Rule Puzzle,” National Municipal Review
XLVI, pp118-123, 130 (March, 1957).



appointed kind (a manager) or the elected type (a
mayor) are favored. Localities have shown their
ingenuity in searching for what is most appropriate
to their needs. No longer is the Legislature
burdened with enacting individual charters. The
responsibility lies with locally elected charter
commissioners, subject to legal review by the
Governor under statutory requirements. Since
charters must be adopted only by local
referendum, the voters themselves make the final
determination about the design of their
government.

In the process of charter drafting and in the local
referendum, civic energies have been released.
Charter commissioners, elected by their fellow
citizens, have shown themselves progressive yet
careful when carrying out their trust.

Form of Government: Cities

Michigan cities have used all major forms of
government: weak mayor and council, strong
mayor and council, commission, and council-
manager. During the nineteenth century, special
act charters were frequently of the weak mayor-
council plan, as was the Fourth Class City Act of
1895. This form of government was exemplified by
an elected mayor with limited administrative
authority, election of councilmembers on a ward
system, partisan elections, elected administrative
officials and administrative boards to supervise city
departmental operations.

By October 2024, 276 Michigan cities had home
rule charters drafted by locally elected charter
commissions and adopted by local referendum.

Form of Government: Villages

General Law Villages

Of the 252 villages in Michigan, 46 have home rule
charters and 206 are governed under the General
Law Village Act (1895 Act 3). The general law
village, the most common by far, has the typical
weak mayor-council form of government. The chief
executive, known as a president, comes closest in
formal powers to a weak mayor. The president
serves as a member of the council and as its
presiding officer. With the consent of the council,
the president appoints a street administrator and
such other officers as the council may establish.
Comprising the council itself are six trustees
besides the president. Three trustees are elected
annually to serve for two-year terms, and a
president is elected annually. Another option is for
three trustees to be elected every biennial election
with a term of four years, or the election of all six
trustees every biennial election with a term of two

years. Other directly elected officers are the clerk
and treasurer (unless changed to appointed
positions by ordinance). In 2013, the Legislature
changed the state election laws so that all General
Law Village elections are now administered by
township clerks.

1998 Revisions to the GLV Act

The General Law Village Act (GLV) which has
governed villages since 1895, was significantly
revised in 1998. The GLV Act is still the statutory
charter for 208 villages. The new Act is basically a
rewrite of language rather than an expansion of
authority. The Act explicitly confirms the power of a
village to amend the GLV Act locally as provided
by the Home Rule Village Act. The most significant
changes to the Act are that by ordinance. A village
council may:

1. change from an elected to an appointed
clerk, or treasurer, or both; and

2. reduce the number of trustees from six to
four.

An ordinance making any such change in the
council’s size, or appointment of elected
administrative officials, requires a two-thirds vote
of the council. The amendment is effective 45 days
after its adoption, subject to a referendum if a
petition is signed by 10 percent of the registered
voters within that 45-day period. The council’s
authority to make such changes by ordinance,
subject to the referendum, parallels the council’s
existing authority to provide for a village manager
by ordinance, subject to referendum.

Home Rule Villages

The Home Rule Village Act requires that every
village so incorporated provide for the election of a
president, clerk, and legislative body, and for the
election or appointment of such other officers and
boards as may be essential. However, the
president need not be directly elected by the
people but may be elected by the village council.
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Appendix A
Incorporation Status and Population

for 281 Cities and 252 Villages

Cities Villages

Population Number in Home Rule | Home Rule | Special Home Rule | General
Range Range Fourth Class | Charter Law

City Act
Over 50,000 24 24
25,000-50,000 24 24
10,000-24,999 44 43 1
5,000-9,999 61 57 2 2
2,000-4,999 96 74 1 9 12
750-1,999 146 48 1 8 89
Under 750 138 6 2 1 25 104
Total 533 276 4 1 45 207

Michigan Municipal League




Addison
Ahmeek
Akron
Alanson
Applegate
Armada
Ashley
Athens
Augusta
Baldwin
Bancroft
Baraga
Baroda
Barryton
Bear Lake
Bellaire
Bellevue
Benzonia
Berrien Springs
Blissfield
Bloomingdale
Boyne Falls
Breckenridge
Breedsville
Britton
Brooklyn
Buckley
Burlington
Burr Oak
Byron
Caledonia
Calumet
Camden
Capac
Carsonville
Casnovia
Cass City
Cassopolis
Central Lake
Centreville
Chesaning
Clayton
Clifford

573
127
349
778
241
1684
508
936
864
902
484
1883
875
405
342
1053
1308
551
1910
3277
513
358
1238
202
537
1313
775
281
753
545
1622
621
496
1983
465
316
2494
1712
960
1319
2430
311
300

Appendix B

Climax
Clinton
Colon
Columbiaville
Concord
Constantine
Copemish
Custer
Daggett
Dansville
Decatur
Deckerville
Deerfield
DeTour Village
Dimondale
Dryden
Dundee
Eagle

Eau Claire
Edmore
Elberta

Elk Rapids
Elkton
Elsie
Emmett
Empire
Fairgrove
Farwell
Fife Lake
Forestville
Fowler
Fowlerville
Freeport
Fruitport
Gagetown
Gaines
Galien
Garden
Grass Lake
Hanover
Harrietta
Hersey
Hesperia

General Law Villages with population

712
2517
1199

702
1085
1947

191

272

201

529
1651

877

901

263
1134
1023
5323

122

552
1210

329
1529

796

930

258

362

514

880

456

104
1226
2951

542
1103

321

377

513

174
1105

472

151

347
1034

Hillman
Homer
Howard City
Hubbardston
Kaleva
Kalkaska
Kent City
Kinde
Kingsley
Kingston
Lake Ann
Lake Linden
Lake Odessa
Lakeview
Lakewood Club
L'Anse
Laurium
Lawrence
Lawton
Leonard
LeRoy
Lexington
Lincoln
Luther
Lyons
Mackinaw City
Mancelona
Maple Rapids
Marcellus
Marion
Maybee
Mayville
McBride
Mecosta
Melvin
Mendon
Merrill
Mesick
Metamora
Middleville
Millersburg
Millington
Minden City
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605
1575
1835

369

507
2132
1262

421
1431

399

273
1014
1994
1024
1340
1874
1864

964
1850

377

260

943

305

332

763

846
1344

573
1074

789

545

922

189

386

148

881

663

397

594
4295

169
1028

165



Montgomery
Morley
Morrice
Muir
Mulliken
Nashville
New Era
New Haven
New Lothrop
Newberry
North Adams
North Branch
Northport
Oakley
Onekama
Onsted
Ontonagon
Ortonville
Otter Lake
Owendale
Parma

Paw Paw
Peck
Pellston
Pentwater
Perrinton
Pewamo
Pierson
Pigeon
Pinckney
Port Austin
Port Hope
Port Sanilac
Posen
Quincy
Reese
Richland
Romeo
Roscommon
Rothbury
Saint Charles
Sand Lake
Saranac
Schoolcraft
Sebewaing
Shelby
Shepherd
Sheridan
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322
517
949
646
525
1537
446
6097
565
1446
452
1096
496
299
399
988
1285
1376
426
275
780
3362
593
774
890
393
503
229
1222
2415
622
293
567
270
1554
1261
946
3767
981
462
1992
522
1376
1466
1721
1964
1469
692

Sherwood
South Range
Sparta
Springport
Stanwood
Stevensville
Stockbridge
Sunfield
Suttons Bay
Tekonsha
Thompsonville
Three Oaks
Tustin
Twining
Ubly

Union City
Unionville
Vandalia
Vanderbilt
Vermontville
Vernon
Vicksburg
Waldron
Walkerville
Webberville
Westphalia
White Pigeon
Wolverine
Woodland

285
750
4244
776
194
1147
1244
518
613
653
451
1370
270
130
836
1714
481
318
498
716
738
3706
505
246
1288
924
1718
309
391



