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The Art of County Leadership in Michigan

• County Commissions in Michigan are granted limited authority to 

make decisions about budgets and services to benefit their 

constituents.

• Decision-making power is vested in the full board, not individuals.



The Art of County Leadership in Michigan

• Investopedia's definition of Fiduciary - “…a person or organization that acts 

on behalf of another person or persons, putting their clients’ interest ahead of 

their own, with a duty to preserve good faith and trust. Being a fiduciary thus 

requires being bound both legally and ethically to act in the other’s best 

interests.” 

• So…who is the “other” whose best interests we are looking out for? 



Leadership is an Art

“The biggest problem facing America is not 
those issues that bombard us daily, from 
homelessness and failing schools to 
environmental devastation and the federal 
deficit…the crisis is that we as a people do 
not know how to come together to solve these 
problems.”

Frances Moore Lappe & Paul Martin Dubois



Building Teams – coming together to solve problems

• Build trust

• Demonstrate integrity, tolerance, and empathy

• Encourage others to express their opinions

• Develop your listening skills

• Inspire action and commitment in others

• Encourage new problem-solving approaches



Your Goal as a Board

• To have your County Board of Commissioners, who are a set of 

individuals, operate as one effective unit.



Board Rules



Context - Hierarchy of Rules

Counties created by the state, which is united with 49 other states in 

a federal government.

• US Constitution and laws

• Treaties with Native Sovereign Nations (12 in Michigan)

• MI Constitution allows broad intergovernmental cooperation



Context - Hierarchy of Rules

• More to this hierarchy of rules:

• Michigan Constitution

• Michigan laws, called statutes or Michigan Codified Laws, organized 

numerically – MCL 46.13a  (www.legislature.mi.gov) 

• Local Ordinances

• Board Rules

• Parliamentary authority (usually Robert’s Rules)

• Custom or traditions

https://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(qnbasomg1pqfm200fwzd3tty))/mileg.aspx?page=home


Authority to write Board Rules

• MCL 46.11

• (m) – Establish rules and regulations in reference to the management of 

the interest and business concerns of the county as the board considers 

necessary and proper in all matters not especially provided for in this act 

or under the laws of the state.

• (p) – Establish rules consistent with the Open Meetings Act, 1976 PA 267, 

MCL 15.261 to MCL 15.275, for the manner of proceeding before the 

board.



Board Rules

• Rules are most effective if they are in place before a problem 

arises

• Rules need to be clear and concise

• Specific to the board

• Re-adopt each year

• Opportunity to review and update

• New members become familiar



Board Rules Content

• Authority – for counties, MCL 46.11

• Meetings

• Organizational

• Regular - when

• Special – how to call

• Emergency

• Location

• Time

• Schedule change



Board Rules Content

• Public Notice

• Meetings and schedule changes – how, where, when

• Notice to media

• Quorum and attendance

• Agendas

• Special meetings

• Distribution

• Consent calendar – use or not – how to use



Board Rules Content

• Conduct of Meetings

• Chair’s role, vice chair’s role

• Form of address

• Disorderly conduct

• Record of Meetings

• Minutes

• Discussion – in minutes or not

• Request to include remarks

• Public access and publication



Board Rules Content

• Committees

• Appointment

• Chairs

• Standing committees

• Meetings

• Compliance with OMA

• Committee of the Whole



Board Rules Content

• Closed Sessions

• Motion

• Two thirds vote

• Other reasons

• Minutes

• Motions and resolutions

• Procedure, especially if different from Robert’s

• Voting – abstentions, roll call, majority or higher level 



Board Rules Content

• Parliamentary authority – Robert’s, Mason’s, other

• Administrative resolutions



Parliamentary 

Procedure

R o b e r t ’ s  R u l e s  o f  O r d e r  



The most commonly used parliamentary authority: 

Robert’s Rules of Order 

Newly Revised



Principles of Parliamentary Procedure

1. The organization is paramount compared to 

the individual

2. All members are equal

3. A quorum must be present to legally transact 

business.

4. Only one main proposal at a time may be 

under consideration.

5. Only one member can have the floor at a time.



Principles of Parliamentary Procedure

6. Debate is allowed on all motions unless the rules 

don’t allow debate.

7. The issue, not the person is always what is 

under consideration.

8. A question, once decided, cannot come back 

before the assembly in the same session in the 

same form.

9. A majority vote decides, unless a greater 

percentage is required.

10. Silence gives consent.



MOTIONS
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“So moved”









All debate must be germane to the 

motion.

relevant

to the point

pertinent







The County Commission in Spartyville County 

is having a regular meeting.

Let’s look at some scenarios.



Noting the next item on the agenda, “Upgrading of the 

County Park” one Commissioner says the next step in the 

park update is approval of the splash pad.   

He asks, “What does everyone think about adding that 

Splash Pad to the park?”

The Chair says, “Before we discuss this issue, do you wish 

to make that a motion?”

The chair is correct in requiring a motion before 
discussion begins. 

True or False?



There should be no discussion 
until there is a motion on the 
floor.

Always having a pending motion 
keeps the discussion focused on 
one topic at a time. 



A Commissioner is recognized by the Chair and 

states “I make a motion that the County Commission 

use its county park upgrade money this year to add a 

Splash Pad in the amount of $200,000.”

Another Commissioner says “So moved.”

Both members used the correct parliamentary 
language for the motion?

True or False?



Debate on the merits of the Splash Pad has 

continued for quite some time. One Commissioner is 

tired of the whole thing and decides to end the issue 

by saying, “I move to table this motion.” It is 

immediately seconded.

The Chair says, “A motion to table has been made. 

Since this is not a debatable motion, we will now vote 

on whether to table.”

The Member used the motion 
“to lay on the table” correctly.

True or False?



Avoid the use of “Table”

• Lay on the Table is not debatable 

• Requires only a majority vote 

• This is an improper use of the motion to Lay on the 

Table. If a member opposes a main motion, 

they should speak and vote against it. 

To suppress action on a main motion, a member 

should move to Postpone Indefinitely 

(which is debatable).



One Commissioner is getting frustrated by the discussion and 

strongly opposes another Commissioner’s opinion. They call 

out “you are nothing but a sleazy con artist trying to benefit 

from the installation of county park equipment at the county’s 

expense!” A third member jumps in quickly saying, Ms. Chair, 

“I rise to a Point of Order.” The Chair responds, “state your 

point.”

The Commissioner says “my fellow Commissioner has used 

the term “sleazy con artist” in referring to another 

Commissioner. Under Robert’s Rules of Order, insults are 

inappropriate.” The Chair responds, “the point is well taken, 

and Commissioners will refrain from using this term or other 

insults.
The Member used the motion 

“point of order” correctly.

True or False?



The discussion is STILL continuing on the building of the 

splash pad. One Commissioner checks his watch and 

realizes that this meeting has lasted longer than any in 

recent memory. People are starting to repeat arguments 

that have already been made several times. He stands up 

and says, “I call the question.”

The Chair says, “The question has been called. That 

means that debate is ended, and we will now vote on the 
motion about building the Splash Pad. The motion is…..”

The Chair is correct. Once the question has been 
called all debate must stop.

True or False?



One commissioner cannot end debate. The motion for the previous question 
must be decided by a vote.

The motion is not debatable and it requires a 2/3 vote to pass. If it is ordered, 
then debate ends and the pending motion is put to an immediate vote. 



The motion to end debate is lost and another 

commissioner says “I move to amend the motion by 

striking out “this year” and adding to the end “in 2022 if 

the fund balance remains $200,000.” There is a 

second. The Chair says “It is moved and seconded to 

amend the motion by striking out “this year” and adding 

“in 2022 if the fund balance is over $200,000 to the 

end.”  If adopted the motion would be “The County 

Commission of Spartyville will use its county park 

upgrade funds to add a Splash Pad in the amount of 

$200,000 in 2022 if the fund balance is over $200,000.” 

The procedure to amend a motion was followed correctly.

True or False?



Amending a Motion

To amend a motion:

✓ To insert or add words (or paragraphs)

✓ To strike words (or paragraphs)

✓ To strike & insert words (substitution)

Secondary amendments:

✓amend an amendment

✓must be germane to the amendment



The Chair requests a roll-call vote. She counts 3 yes’s 

and 2 no’s. She realizes there are 2 abstentions.

The Chair then announces that since there was a majority 
in the affirmative, the motion is adopted.

The chair is correct.

True or False?



Abstentions are not counted

Abstentions ordinarily do not have to be 

counted (or asked for) since it means the  

person is NOT voting. 

The vote in this case was 3 to 2. 

The majority is in the affirmative. 

Therefore the motion is adopted.



One Commissioner who voted in favor of spending the 

$200,000 on the Splash Pad remembers a major 

waterline project is upcoming that they believe will 

cost Spartyville County significant dollars.

The Commissioner says “I move to reconsider the 

installation of a Splash Pad in 2022.”

The motion is in order at this time.

True or False?



Motions that Bring a Question Again Before the Assembly 

Take from the Table – take 
up a motion that was tabled 
in the same meeting or in 
the previous meeting

Rescind – repeal an action 
previously taken 

Amend Something 
Previously Adopted –
change an action previously 
approved 

Reconsider – consider a 
question again that was 
already decided at the same 
meeting 



The items on the agenda seem to have been 

completed. The Chair says, “We have come to the 

end of our agenda, there is no further business, I 

declare this meeting adjourned.”

The Chair was correct in not asking for a motion to adjourn and then 
having the membership vote on adjourning.

True or False?



DEBATE & DECORUM
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Rules of Debate 

• The maker of a motion is entitled to speak first. 

• A member must obtain the floor by being recognized by the chair. 

• No member is entitled to speak a second time while any other 

member wishes to make a first speech. 

• Having obtained the floor, a member may speak for ten minutes. 

• Rights in debate are not transferable. 

• A speaker may not speak against the motion s/he has made, but 

may vote against it.



Rules of Debate continued…

• A 2/3 vote is required to close debate. 

• The chair should alternate debate between the affirmative and 

negative positions. 

• The chair may not close debate without the consent of the 

assembly. 



Decorum in Debate 

• Remarks must be confined to the merits of the pending question. 

• A member’s motives must not be attacked. 

• All remarks must be addressed to or through the chair. 

• Members may not speak directly to one another. 

• The use of members’ or officers names is to be avoided. 

• Reading from books, reports, etc. is allowed only with permissions 

of the assembly. 

• No member may comment adversely on any prior act of the 

assembly that is not pending. 



“It is better to debate a question without settling it, 

than to settle a question without debating it.”

— Joseph Joubert
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