County Board of Commissioners

Purpose:

The county board of commissioners is the chief policy making body of the county
government, but is also involved in some administrative activities.

The chief role of the county board is to be the legislative body of county
government. As such it services as the "gatekeeper" of many county activities. The
main responsibility of a legislative body is to evaluate critically the proposals for
change from the status quo. Most of the proposals will come from the outside--
citizens, administrators of county departments, the state legislature or the courts.
But some will come from individual commissioners as well or from board

committees.

Typically, a board responds to a proposal by adopting (with or without changes) or
defeating a resolution. Most board actions take the form of a resolution. The
procedure for adopting ordinances is usually too complex for the value they may

afford.

Another dimension of the board as legislative body is the oversight function--
inquiring into the affairs of county agencies, assessing their performance, and
through the adoption of resolutions, providing new policy direction or assistance in

solving problems.

Below are some of the ways the board carries out these legislative responsibilities.
Activities of county board of commissioners:

Develop and adopt the annual county government budget.

Monitor county expenditures.

Audit monthly all bills as required by statute, except where there is a board of
auditors.

Adopt equalization of tax assessments throughout the county.

Set compensation of all elected officials, many appointed officials and county
employees according to statutory authority.

Appoint a number of department heads and members of a number of boards
and commissions.

Establish personnel policies and procedures for a number of county
departments, and jointly with elected officials as affecting their
departments.

Review and adopt grants in aid.

Establish new programs, or terminate existing ones.

Provide for necessary facilities and equipment for county government
operation, and for maintenance of such facilities and equipment.

Provide for county participation in several multi-county human service

programs.
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Assist local units of government, through intergovernmental contracts, in areas
of public works, human services, law enforcement, etc., sometimes granting
the full faith and credit of the county to secure borrowing for local
projects.

Plan for coordinated development in unincorporated areas in
cooperation with townships.

Adopt, if desired by people, zoning in rural areas.

Adopt other ordinances as provided by law.

Selection and Compensation:

Each commissioner is elected from a commissioner is elected from a commissioner
district for a two-year term on a partisan ballot. The board may hire such assistants as
needed to carry out its tasks. Statute law sets some policies for controllers, auditors, and
executives. Others may or may not fall under general personnel policies.

The board of commissioners sets its own compensation, but any resolution changing
compensation of its members does not take effect until the beginning of the following
term of office. Boards vary in size from 5 to 27 members. A vacancy occurring during
the term is filled by appointment by the remaining members of the board of

commissioners.

Departmental revenues:

The county board of commissioners sets the county tax rate, within its own rate
limitations; approves grant applications, and receives grant money; sets many fees
collected by county departments; receives state and federal revenue sharing money; and

borrows money for several purposes.

COMMENTS

The most important power of the board of commissioners is budgeting for the
number of employee positions in offices under the board’s authority and setting their

compensation.

Many county government offices and services are required (mandated) by law. For
example, most of the activities of the courts, the clerk, treasurer, prosecutor, drain
commissioner, register of deeds, and equalization director are required by law. But
levels of service are not often mentioned by statute law. So the board of commissioners,
working with department heads, must determine what is an acceptable level of service
and provide necessary funds in the budget, if possible within financial limitations.

What guidelines are useful? In case of counter services (clerk, treasurer, register of

deeds), the convenience of the persons seeking service (licenses, property transfer
. . . . . . . SoLe

registration, vital statistics, etc.) is important. How long a time, or can there be some
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waiting for service part of the time? Would reduction in staff result in loss of revenues?
How would loss of services affect particular persons, groups, and the community
generally? Have proposed cut-backs in county services been discussed with affected
groups? Is there a technology available which would result in substantial savings in

provision of the services in question?

There are mandates other than legal which compel consideration. Tradition is
important-programs and services which people have come to expect because "the services
have always been available." Also, some newer programs, such as aging, are supported
by a strong community policy imperative. In some cases both tradition and policy

imperatives combine to support services.

The relative power of the department head to hold the line against loss of staff is
important and varies from department to department. Circuit judges, for example, can
enforce their budget positions by strong court orders to the board of commissioners. If
the orders seem unreasonable to the board, appeal to the state court administrator may
be made, mediation through arrangements made available through Michigan Association
of Counties, is now possible, and finally, appeal to the electorate may provide some

support for the board’s position.




