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The Citizens Research Council of Michigan was en-
gaged to examine the activities and services provided
jointly among Kent County and the cities of East Grand
Rapids, Grand Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, Walker,
and Wyoming.  Working with these local governments,
CRC identified existing patterns of collaboration and
opportunities to expand collaboration to new service
areas or expand existing collaboration to include more
local governments.  Michigan laws and the city char-
ters were examined to investigate potential legal im-
pediments that would limit the ability of these com-
munities to expand collaboration.  Finally, the role of
the county government was examined to identify func-
tions and services the county could perform for the
local governments more efficiently than the individual

communities acting independently.

These communities have been progressive in meeting
the needs of their communities as a region.  Collabora-
tive service provision has been the norm for these com-
munities for many years, even before the difficult eco-
nomic conditions that currently challenge Michigan led
so many other local governments to re-examine the
benefits of collaboration.  These communities appear
to be more involved in collaborative service provision
than other groups of local governments throughout
Michigan.  The difficult economic conditions gripping
Michigan and the declining support coming from state
revenue sharing makes it necessary to investigate
whether more can be done to achieve economies.
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About Intergovernmental Collaboration

Difficult economic conditions are forcing local govern-
ment officials to reconsider the standard methods of
performing functions and providing services.  Officials
have three options to deal with the fiscal and opera-
tional pressures on local governments: 1) increase
taxes to yield more revenues; 2) cut spending to meet
available revenues; or 3) find alternative methods of
providing services at current levels for less money.  The
first two options can negatively affect the attractive-
ness of any single municipality relative to its neigh-
bors.  They would either increase the cost of residing
and operating a business in the municipality or dimin-
ish the menu and/or level of services provided.  Inter-
governmental collaboration provides local govern-
ments with alternative methods of performing func-
tions and providing services.

Michigan local governments use intergovernmental col-
laboration to provide services more efficiently and to
avoid duplication of effort; provide services or service
levels that individual governments cannot afford to pro-
vide on their own; provide services or deal with prob-
lems that transcend the boundaries of individual units;
and minimize externalities.  Local governments cooper-
ate in a multitude of forms: including consultation, vol-

untary regional commissions and councils, mutual aid
pacts, joint service provision, joint purchasing, contract-
ing to have functions performed and services provided
to their residents, and special authorities.

Intergovernmental collaboration that occurs between
two or more local governments of similar types can
be thought of as horizontal collaboration. Intergovern-
mental collaboration also occurs when local govern-
ments collaborate with the State or county govern-
ments.  Such collaboration may take the form of mu-
nicipalities sharing the cost of functions performed by
their counties; municipalities contracting with their
counties or the State to have functions performed; or
the county governments simply assuming responsibil-
ity for the performance of specific functions, thus re-
lieving the municipalities of any function performance
duties.  These forms of relationships can be thought
of as vertical collaboration.  Joint purchasing offers
another form of intergovernmental collaboration, but
it is not driven by the same economic motives for
economies of scale that drive horizontal and vertical
collaboration.  The benefit of joint purchasing is the
leverage purchasers gain by buying in bulk.  The rela-
tionship created when two or more governments use
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the same private provider for governmental services
or functions can be thought of as indirect collabora-
tion.  Many of the same services are provided by local

governments contracting with other local govern-
ments (in horizontal and/or vertical collaboration) and
through indirect collaboration.

Statutory Review

The 2007 CRC Report, Authorization for Interlocal
Agreements and Intergovernmental Cooperation in
Michigan, found 77 specific laws, or provisions of laws,
that authorize intergovernmental collaboration.  Some
laws broadly authorize collaboration for any services
that local governments are authorized to provide in-
dependently, other laws authorize collaboration for
the provision of specific functions or services.

Laws that Impede Collaboration

Those laws were implemented to authorize collabo-
ration among local governments, but provisions in
some of these laws severely limit the ability of local
governments to come together for joint service pro-
vision.

Employee Protection Provisions

Employee protection provisions contained in six sepa-
rate laws prohibit local governments from using inter-
governmental collaboration to displace employees
currently engaged in providing the functions or ser-
vices that are proposed for joint provision.  The provi-
sions state that employees affected by transfer be-
cause of collaboration should not be put in any worse
position relative to worker’s compensation, pension,
seniority, wages, sick leave, vacation, health and wel-
fare insurance, or any other benefits that were provided
as an employee of one of the merging government
service providers.  The result of these provisions is that
intergovernmental collaboration cannot be used ef-
fectively to reduce the size of municipal staffs.  In fact,
because of these provisions, consolidated service pro-
vision may cause the cost of that service to increase
rather than decline.

The Urban Cooperation Act, for instance, provides:

“No employee who is transferred to a position with
the political subdivision shall by reason of such
transfer be placed in any worse position with
respect to workmen’s compensation, pension,
seniority, wages, sick leave, vacation, health and

welfare insurance or any other benefits that he
enjoyed as an employee of such acquired system.”

Government tends to be a labor intensive enterprise
for many services.  It is especially labor intensive for
the public safety services – police and fire protection
– that consume the majority of the budgets for full
service local governments.  Laws that hinder the abil-
ity to achieve savings through collaboration put pub-
lic officials in the difficult position of needing to re-
duce the service levels or eliminate those services
completely to achieve savings.

Laws that Make Collaboration More Difficult

Certain other laws do not directly create impediments
to collaboration, but either through their construction
or their omission makes collaboration more difficult
for the local policymakers that must make difficult
decisions when initiating collaborative services.
• Public Act 336 of 1947, the Public Employment

Relations Act (PERA) requires employers and rep-
resentatives of employees to “…confer in good
faith with respect to wages, hours, and other terms
and conditions of employment…”  [emphasis added]
This wording has been interpreted to mean that the
duty to bargain extends to the public employers
diversion of work to non-unionized employees or
to outside contractors.  Thus local governments
currently engaged in the provision of a service must
submit to collective bargaining potential actions
to provide that service collaboratively with an-
other governmental unit or through non-govern-
mental contractors.

Further, Public Act 312 of 1969 submits interest or
contract formation disputes between public em-
ployers and public safety employees to binding ar-
bitration, as well as issues arising during collective
bargaining negotiation over the terms to be included
in a new contract.  Thus, local governments con-
sidering collaboration for the provision of police or
fire protection must consider the possibility of
those changes to the conditions of employment
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being subjected Act 312 binding arbitration.
• Public Act 116 of 1954, the Election Law, permits

intergovernmental collaboration agreements to
be used as a cause for recall efforts against elected
officials.

• Under Public Act 279 of 1909, the Home Rule Cit-
ies Act, several cities have amended their charters
to create minimum staffing requirements for their
police and/or fire departments.  Such provisions
preclude collaboration as a viable tool for seeking
efficiencies in government operations.

• Finally, Public Act 206 of 1893, the General Prop-
erty Tax Act could be amended to facilitate greater
tax base sharing.  As long as local government of-
ficials are driven by the need to expand the tax
base, the goal of new development will outweigh
the benefit of collaboration.

Reform of these laws would better enable local gov-
ernment officials to make structural changes to the
methods of providing government services and cre-
ate an atmosphere in which leaders think beyond the
boundaries that define their local governments.

Charter Review

For the six cities involved in this study, the local laws
that create their operating structures, as defined by city
charters, are very permissive in authorizing the cities
to jointly provide services.  The charters specifically
authorize the cities to engage in joint service provision

with its neighbors.

For example, the Wyoming City Charter provides:

Section 2.5.   Intergovernmental contracts.  The
city shall have power to join with any governmental
unit or agency, or with any number or combination
thereof by contract or otherwise as may be
permitted by law, to perform jointly, or by one or
more of them, for or on behalf of the other or others
any power or duty which is permitted to be so
performed by law or which is possessed or imposed
upon each such governmental unit or agency.

Impediments to Collaboration

Very few obvious impediments to collaboration ap-
pear in the city charters.  The Grand Rapids City Char-
ter vests responsibility and control of the Grand Rap-
ids Public Library with the Board of Library Commis-
sioners.  Clearly this would impede the ability of Grand
Rapids to divest itself of its library in favor of a library
authority, but it would not seem to be such a strong
impediment that the City would be precluded from
participating in a resource sharing consortium or oth-
erwise working with other libraries.  Several of these
cities have language in their city charters making the
city assessors charter officers.  The language in these
charters would suggest that these cities must main-
tain a public officer in the office of city assessor.  Oth-
erwise, each of the cities should not be restricted from
collaborating in the provision of services.

Analysis of Collaboration in Kent County

CRC received from each of the governments a list of
the functions and services provided through some
form of interlocal agreement.  This information was
used to analyze the services each unit provides and
the methods employed to provide those services.
That information was used to analyze each function
and service to identify the following potential oppor-
tunities for enhanced collaboration.  CRC did not have
sufficient information to analyze the potential savings
from reduced duplication or the potential service en-
hancement that may result from economies of scale.

Existing Collaboration

Intergovernmental collaboration has been extensively
used as a tool for improving the operations of the

seven governments.  Collaboration exists among these
cities and between the County and these cities for a
broad range of functions and services.  Examples arise
in the list of functions and services that the County
provides to local governments that are provided not
only to these six cities, but also to the other cities, vil-
lages, and townships in Kent County.  Several trends
are worthy of recognition.

Collaborative Arrangements not Universal –
Roughly two-thirds of the services that are jointly pro-
vided can be classified as horizontal collaboration.
Only about a quarter of those uniformly include all
six cities.  Most are:

• Individual relationships between two or only a few
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of these cities,
• Arrangements involving the City of Grand Rapids,

as the seat of county government, and Kent
County, or

• Interlocal agreements between individual cities
and the school districts they overlap.

As a result, there are opportunities for those cities not
party to those individual agreements to become party
to existing interlocal agreements, or create similar
interlocal agreements with other cities for the provi-
sion of those services.  This works for both vertical
collaboration, where the county is performing func-
tions for something less than all of the cities, and hori-
zontal collaboration, where something less than all of
the cities are working together to provide services.

Joint Purchasing – These communities have estab-
lished a strong network of joint purchasing that serves
them well and can be expanded to other items in the
future.  Several of the joint purchasing agreements were
between only a few communities.  It is important that
they be expanded to include all of the communities and
any surrounding communities purchasing supplies simi-
lar to those utilized by these communities.

Police Teams – The Metro Oversight Board has united
the police efforts of these cities and Kent County for
a consolidated effort to provide the Children’s Assess-
ment Center and created teams to handle major
crimes and vice, auto theft, fraud and identity theft,
drug, and cold cases.  This approach recognizes that
perpetrators of crimes do not limit themselves to
single jurisdictions.  Additionally, the officers and de-
tectives participating on these police teams possess
specialized skills.  Spreading their abilities over broader
geographic areas allows participating units to invest the
resources into training these individuals, thus capital-
izing on economies of skill.

Opportunities for New Collaboration

Two areas are targeted as key opportunities to create
savings in the municipal budgets and provide oppor-
tunities for future collaboration: public safety and the
county performance of municipal functions.

Public Safety

Kent County and the six cities could build on the fire

automatic aid agreements these cities have in place
and the Metro Oversight Board, which plays such a vi-
tal role for specialized police functions, to identify
additional public safety functions that could be jointly
provided.  Large percentages of the budgets of these
communities are dedicated to the provision of police
and fire protection.  The ability to achieve savings and
maintain service levels without raising taxes begins by
addressing the cost of these services.

The public safety services that provide the greatest
community identification, police street patrol and inci-
dent response by the police departments and fire and
emergency responses by the fire departments, tend to
be very labor intensive.  Collaborative provision of
street patrol or fire responses would provide only mar-
ginal opportunities for savings because collaboration
would do nothing to change the aggregate land area,
population, or number of residential and business prop-
erties in these cities.  Nonetheless, collaboration would
provide some opportunity for savings and would en-
able the region to better manage delivery of these pub-
lic safety services.  However, as long as the employee
protection provisions remain in the Urban Cooperation
Act and Emergency Service Authorities Act, a full
consolidation of police and fire departments across
these jurisdictions is not likely to be cost effective.

One need not move to a full consolidation of police
and fire departments.  These cities could pursue col-
laboration on specific parts of police and fire depart-
ment operations for which economies of scale may
result in savings.  This approach would allow for a re-
gional approach to facility placement, 9-1-1 dispatch
services, fire fighter training, fire investigation, hazard-
ous material handling and response, and a firing range.

Two alternatives are presented to provide these ser-
vices across jurisdictions, (1) a special authority should
be created or (2) the personnel could be housed within
the county sheriff’s department.  A special authority
would keep each individual police department inti-
mately involved in the operations of the joint squad,
but it is possible that jurisdictional and insurance is-
sues could complicate the operations of such a squad
across multiple governments.  Those potential issues
would be addressed by housing the joint squad in the
county sheriff’s department.  The county has jurisdic-
tion across all cities, villages, and townships.
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County Performance of Municipal Functions

Kent County should position itself to perform more
functions on behalf of the local governments – not
just the six cities, but all other cities, villages, and town-
ships in Kent County – by developing a closed intranet
among the local governments and using that network
to serve as a contracting body for functions and ser-
vices for which county employees are already involved.
By creating the computer capabilities to interact with
each local government, the county can position itself
to allow for financial transactions, perform account-
ing services, perform treasury functions, provide pay-
roll and benefit services, conduct property assessing
(notwithstanding the above mentioned charter provi-
sions) and collect property taxes, elections, mainte-
nance of records and archives, and to serve as a single
platform and host for municipal websites.

Capital Intensive Services

Other opportunities to expand collaboration can fo-
cus on some of the capital intensive services for which
collaboration would be expanded to new communi-
ties or into new functions.  The Kent County Road
Commission and the cities share responsibility for the
roads.  Roads under the jurisdiction of the Road Com-

mission tend not to flow into these metropolitan cit-
ies, but the similarities in task and equipment needs
provide opportunities for these jurisdictions to work
together.

City/School District Collaboration

The ideas of collaboration need not be restricted to
interaction among the cities or between the cities and
the county.  These cities share common taxpayers with
school districts that perform non-instructional ser-
vices similar to services performed by the cities.  The
cities and school districts could work together for
maintenance of the buildings and grounds, mainte-
nance and storage of the vehicle fleets, and joint parks
and recreation facilities and programs.

Regional Assets

The Kent County assets that provide services beyond
the county borders could be regionalized.  Residents
of many surrounding counties travel to the Grand Rap-
ids area to visit both the Gerald R. Ford International
Airport and the John Ball Zoological Gardens.   Multi-
county authorities could be created to support these
regional assets; expanding the tax base and lowering
the tax burden on any individual entities.

Conclusion

Kent County and the cities of Grand Rapids, East Grand
Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, Walker, and Wyoming
have been very progressive in developing regional
strategies for meeting the service demands of their
residents.  Intergovernmental collaboration has been
used extensively long before the current economic
struggles plaguing led local governments throughout
Michigan to reexamine this tool.

Now Michigan, and the local governments that derive
tax revenue from the economic activity that occurs, is
beset by a prolonged economic contraction.  Business
as usual will not be an option for the provision of local
government services.  Collaboration in the provision of
governmental services is one tool local governments
can use to capitalize on economies of scale and improve
the provision of services while reducing costs.

It will be necessary for state laws to be amended to
better enable these Grand Rapids communities, and

local governments throughout Michigan, to benefit
from collaboration to the fullest extent possible.
Michigan’s laws are relatively permissive, allowing lo-
cal government collaboration for the provision of any
service that the local governments are authorized to
provide independently, but provisions in a few laws
create circumstances wherein collaboration may in-
crease the cost of service provision.

CRC’s analysis of opportunities to expand collabora-
tion focuses on the support functions for public safety
and functions that the county can provide on behalf
of the local governments.  The capital and technically
intensive services that are performed to help police
officers on the streets and fire fighters better perform
their duties can be consolidated among these local
governments to achieve savings.  Also, the county is
well positioned to perform many of the functions
needed for local governments to operate.

v



CRC Report

C i t i z e n s  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l  o f  M i c h i g a n



C i t i z e n s  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l  o f  M i c h i g a n 1

STREAMLINING FUNCTIONS AND SERVICES OF

KENT COUNTY AND METROPOLITAN GRAND RAPIDS CITIES

many other local governments to re-examine the ben-
efits of collaboration.  These communities appear to
be more involved in collaborative service provision
than other groups of local governments throughout
Michigan, but the difficult economic conditions grip-
ping Michigan and the declining support coming from
state revenue sharing makes it necessary to investigate
whether more can be done to achieve economies.

CRC recently has engaged in numerous research
projects related to intergovernmental collaboration,
including a 2005 survey of service delivery methods1,
an outline of state laws that authorize local govern-
ments to collaborate for the provision of services2,
and a 2008 analysis of the survey results that sug-
gests an approach to the consolidated provision of
local government services.3  This analysis indicates
that patterns exist among the governmental units
that collaborate for the provision of services and
among the types of functions/services provided
collaboratively.  Whether those patterns exist by de-
sign or by chance, they show that local governments
cooperate with each other heavily for the provision
of some services and with the state and county gov-
ernments for the provision of others.

The Citizens Research Council of Michigan was en-
gaged to examine the activities and services provided
jointly among Kent County and the cities of East Grand
Rapids, Grand Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, Walker,
and Wyoming.  Working with these local governments,
a matrix was created (see pages 13-21) to identify ex-
isting patterns of collaboration and to identify oppor-
tunities to expand collaboration to new service areas
or expand existing collaboration to include more lo-
cal governments.  Michigan laws and the city charters
were examined to investigate potential legal impedi-
ments that would limit the ability of these communi-
ties to expand collaboration.  Finally, the role of the
county government was examined to identify func-
tions and services the county could perform for the
local governments more efficiently than the individual
communities acting independently.

Examination of the matrix of existing collaborative
services (on page 13-21) shows that these communi-
ties have been progressive in meeting the needs of
their communities as a region.  Collaborative service
provision has been the norm for these communities
for many years, even before the difficult economic
conditions that currently challenge Michigan led so

1 Every city, village, township, and county government in 25 Michigan counties was surveyed about the methods of providing
governmental functions and services.  The 25 counties surveyed were primarily Michigan’s urban counties, but included
some rural counties including: Alpena, Bay, Calhoun, Cass, Clinton, Eaton, Genesee, Hillsdale, Ingham, Jackson, Kalamazoo,
Kalkaska, Kent, Livingston, Macomb, Marquette, Midland, Monroe, Muskegon, Oakland, Ottawa, Saginaw, St. Clair, Washtenaw,
and Wayne.  The survey listed 116 functions and services grouped into 26 functional categories.  The survey was sent to 670
units of government, which represent 36 percent of the 1,859 general-purpose local governments in Michigan and contain
78 percent of the state’s population.  Responses were received from 464 of the 670 governments surveyed, for a response
rate of 64 percent.  Response rates for each type of government were: 67 percent for counties (16 of 25); 71 percent for cities
(114 of 160); 65 percent for villages (54 of 83); and 69 percent for townships (280 of 403).  For each function or service, the
respondents were asked to indicate if their jurisdiction directly provides the service, provides to, has provided by, or jointly
provides with another unit of government, provides through a special district, contracts with a private provider, or does not
provide at all.  For additional information, see Catalog of Local Government Services, CRC Memo #1079, September 2005,
www.crcmich.org/PUBLICAT/2000s/2005/catalog.html.
2 Authorization for Interlocal Agreements and Intergovernmental Cooperation in Michigan, CRC Report #346, April 2007
www.crcmich.org/PUBLICAT/2000s/2007/rpt346.pdf.
3 Approaches to Consolidating Governmental Services, CRC Report #354, November 2008, www.crcmich.org/PUBLICAT/2000s/
2008/rpt354.pdf.
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The seven governments discussed in this paper include
one county government and six cities.

Michigan’s county governments were developed to
serve as administrative arms of the state government
to provide state services at the local level.  In the days
of horse and buggy, it would have been too difficult

The Units Reviewed

Map 1
Grand Rapids and Surrounding Cities

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, tiger.census.gov/cgi-bin/mapsurfer?act=in&infact=2&map.x=211&map.y=
180&lat=42.9573441&lon=-85.6568146&wid=0.720&ht=0.260&iht=359&iwd=422&&tlevel=-&tvar=-
&tmeth=i&mlat=&mlon=&msym=bigdot&mlabel=&murl=&conf=mapnew.con

for a state the size of Michigan to perform on its own
the tasks of tracking births, deaths, marriages, and di-
vorces.  Similarly, counties provided law enforcement,
prosecuted those charged with crimes on behalf of the
State, and performed tasks related to the administra-
tion of property taxes.  Over time, counties have as-
sumed responsibility for a broader range of services
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such as road construction and maintenance, health
services, and parks.

Kent County is Michigan’s fourth largest by population.
It provides a range of services comparable to Michigan’s
other large county governments, including operation of
an airport and zoo.  Besides the six cities discussed in
this paper, the county also provides services to residents
of 21 townships, four villages, and three other cities.

Michigan affords its cities a great deal of home rule
authority to determine the operating structures that
best meet their needs, provide services that meet the
demands of their residents, and levy taxes at levels
their taxpayers are willing to support.  This home rule
tradition creates a strong inclination to self-provide
services and leaves decisions to collaborate in the pro-
vision of services entirely at the discretion of local
government officials.  Most of Michigan’s cities are
small in size and population, with a median size in 2000

of three square miles and a population of 5,433.

The six cities discussed in this report include Grand
Rapids, East Grand Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood,
Walker, and Wyoming.  Each is an independent city
adjacent to one another.  Grand Rapids, Michigan’s sec-
ond largest city, serves as the core city for the other
five suburban cities.  The five suburban communities
combined have more land area than the City of Grand
Rapids, but Grand Rapids had more people in 2000
than the total of the five suburbs.  The six cities com-
bine to cover less than 15 percent of the land area in
Kent County, but their combined 2000 population was
about 63 percent of the total county population.

Each of these cities provides a full range of municipal
services.  Although the level of services may vary to
reflect the size of the city and the size of the popula-
tion served, there is commonality among these cities
in the functions performed and the services provided.

Table 1
Land Area and Population in Kent County and Subject Cities

Land Area Total 2000
(Sq. miles) Population

Kent County 856.4 574,335
City of East Grand Rapids 2.9 10,764
City of Grand Rapids 44.3 197,800
City of Grandville 7.5 16,263
City of Kentwood 21.0 45,255
City of Walker 25.2 21,842
City of Wyoming 24.3 69,368

Source: 2000 Census.
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About Intergovernmental Collaboration

Difficult economic conditions are forcing local govern-
ment officials to reconsider the standard methods of
performing functions and providing services.  Officials
have three options to deal with the fiscal and opera-
tional pressures on local governments: 1) increase
taxes to yield more revenues; 2) cut spending to meet
available revenues; or 3) find alternative methods of
providing services at current levels for less money.  The
first two options can negatively affect the attractive-
ness of any single municipality relative to its neigh-
bors.  They would either increase the cost of residing
and operating a business in the municipality or dimin-
ish the menu and/or level of services provided.  Inter-
governmental collaboration provides local govern-
ments with alternative methods of performing
functions and providing services.4

Michigan local governments use intergovernmental
collaboration to provide services more efficiently and
to avoid duplication of effort; provide services or ser-
vice levels that individual governments cannot afford
to provide on their own; provide services or deal with
problems that transcend the boundaries of individual
units; and minimize externalities.  Collaboration is used
to effectively deal with economic development, land
use planning, quality of life assets, and to better man-
age the delivery of services provided by multiple ju-
risdictions.  Local governments cooperate in a multi-
tude of forms: including consultation, voluntary
regional commissions and councils, mutual aid pacts,
joint service provision, joint purchasing, contracting to
have functions performed and services provided to
their residents, and special authorities.

Intergovernmental collaboration that occurs  between
two or more local governments – cities, villages, town-
ships, counties, school districts, special authorities, and
special districts – to jointly provide any services that
each is authorized to provide individually can be
thought of  as horizontal collaboration. Although one
partner in a collaboration of this type may bring more
to the partnership than the other(s), horizontal col-
laboration exists when two or more units at equal lev-
els of local government agree to work together. (For

purposes of this analysis, cities, villages, and townships
are considered equal levels of local governments.)

Intergovernmental collaboration also occurs when
local governments collaborate with the State or
county governments.  Such collaboration may take the
form of municipalities sharing the cost of functions
performed by their counties; municipalities contract-
ing with their counties or the State to have functions
performed; or the county governments simply assum-
ing responsibility for the performance of specific func-
tions, thus relieving the municipalities of any function
performance duties.  These forms of relationships can
be thought of as vertical collaboration.  Unlike hori-
zontal collaboration in which two or more units at the
same level of government work together for the pro-
vision of services, vertical collaboration exists when
local governments have functions performed by dif-
ferent levels of government.

The relationship created when two or more govern-
ments use the same private provider for governmen-
tal services or functions can be thought of as indirect
collaboration. Although the contracting governments
may not interact, they each benefit from the econo-
mies of scale created by spreading capital or human
assets over wider geographic areas than is the case for
their single jurisdictions.  The Catalog of Local Gov-
ernment Services shows that many of the same services
are provided by local governments contracting with
other local governments (in horizontal and/or verti-
cal collaboration) and through indirect collaboration.

Joint purchasing offers another form of intergovern-
mental collaboration, but it is not driven by the same
economic motives for economies of scale that drive
horizontal and vertical collaboration.  The benefit of
joint purchasing is the leverage purchasers gain by buy-
ing in bulk. Wholesale and retail providers of govern-
mental supplies often are willing to reduce the unit price
as the quantity purchased increases. By collaborating
with other governmental units to purchase commonly
needed items, governments may be able to obtain the
same quantity of those items at a reduced unit price.

4 Here, and throughout this paper, the term “function” refers to activities performed to make governments work (support-type
activities that generally occur out of the public eye). The term “service” refers to activities performed to provide public goods.
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Analysis of the Catalog of Local Government Services
shows that the economic attributes of the functions and
services are important determinants in identifying ser-
vices well suited for intergovernmental collaboration
and potential partners for each function or service.

Self Provision. Most functions/services are performed
independently by individual governmental units. The
services with the highest percentages of local govern-
ments opting for individual provision are those that are
core to the operation of local governments and tend
to be labor intensive, such as tax collection, account-
ing, elections, payroll, and record keeping, as well as
zoning, planning, and building code enforcement/in-
spection/permits.

Horizontal Collaboration.  Capital intensive services
require major expenditures for land, buildings, vehicles,
or equipment. The cost of providing capital intensive
services is not directly related to the size of the popu-
lation or geographic area served. Once a local govern-
ment has invested in the land, buildings, vehicles, or
equipment to provide capital intensive services, that
government often is capable of serving populations
and geographic areas broader than that single govern-
ment. In economic terms, this is known as economies
of scale. With the capital items in place, the marginal
cost to the government of providing services to addi-
tional people or areas is relatively small.

Horizontal collaboration is used most often for the
provision of capital intensive services, such as water
provision and treatment, libraries, sanitary sewer treat-
ment, fire prevention, and mass transit. Horizontal
collaboration often carries integration costs for the
participating governments.  Feasibility studies, legal
agreements, service design plans, and other integra-
tion costs for the first couple of years of integrated
service provision can lead to higher costs than the ag-
gregate cost of each government providing the ser-
vice independently.  Capital intensive services are geo-
graphically sensitive – meaning communities usually
must be adjacent to one another and the capital in-
tensive land, buildings, or vehicles must be centrally
located for all participating units to feel that their resi-
dents are gaining benefit commensurate to the costs
contributed.

Patterns of Collaboration

Horizontal collaboration can be threatening to mu-
nicipal workers and residents and can be the most dif-
ficult form of collaboration to achieve, but the oppor-
tunity for significant savings in the budgets of local
governments emanates from achieving economies of
scale in the most expensive municipal services – those
that require capital assets.  Fire protection, water and
sewer, libraries, and public works, to name a few ex-
amples, are relatively costly municipal services, so if
municipal officials seek to seek savings, these services
provide the greatest opportunities.

Vertical Collaboration. Technically intensive functions
and services require for their provision persons with
advanced college degrees or professional certification.
While most governmental functions and services re-
quire at least a basic level of training, functions that
require persons with specialized academic training or
that have been recognized in their fields through a pro-
fessional certification program tend to cost more be-
cause of the higher compensation levels those per-
sons can command in the public and private sectors.
As with capital intensive services, once local govern-
ments have invested in the employment of people
with specialized technical expertise, they may have
assets capable of serving populations and geographic
areas broader than their individual local government.
In economic terms, this is known as economies of skill.
With the professional staff member employed, the
marginal cost to the governmental unit of providing
services to additional people or areas is relatively
small.

Vertical collaboration is reported most frequently for
specialized police functions, criminal justice functions
and the courts, crime labs, roads, animal control, en-
vironmental, and building regulation services.  Some
of these functions, especially criminal justice, the
courts, and road maintenance, reflect legislative or
constitutional provisions that require high degrees of
county involvement and thus, institutionalize vertical
collaboration.

Vertical collaboration tends to be easier to accomplish
than horizontal collaboration.  Because the person(s)
with the technical skills provides the opportunity for
economies of skill, and that person can be located
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nearly anyplace near the participating units, location
is not vital.  In fact, local governments need not be
contiguous to benefit from vertical collaboration.  The
local governments and the county share a mutual in-
terest in the efficient performance of government
functions through vertical collaboration, but horizon-
tal collaboration requires local government officials
to surrender some level of control and participation
by one unit of government comes at the risk of help-
ing to make the neighboring unit of government a more
attractive place to live and to compete for business.

The potential to achieve savings through vertical col-
laboration is not as great as the potential savings ob-
tainable by horizontally collaborating on capital inten-
sive services.  This simply stems from the fact that the
cost of capital assets is usually greater than the cost
of employing persons with specialized skills.

Contrasted with capital intensive and technically in-
tensive services are labor intensive services, for which
the economies are different from those of capital or
technically intensive services.  The amount of staff

needed to provide labor intensive services is directly
related to variables such as the geographic size of the
governmental unit or the population to be served,
and the consequence of consolidating is simply to
combine the geographic areas and populations of the
participating jurisdictions with little or no resulting
savings.

Indirect Collaboration. The services commonly pro-
vided through indirect collaboration tend to require
either significant capital investment – utilities, Internet
access, and solid waste collection – or technical ex-
pertise – engineering, surveying, legal services, and
information technology. Private providers also provide
labor intensive services, such as janitorial or security
services. The cost of providing these services can be
greater for local governments because they do not
have alternative work during down periods, but private
firms can move staff across jurisdictions to meet de-
mand.  Michigan local governments heavily rely upon
private providers for utility provision, Internet access,
solid waste collection, engineering and surveying, and
legal services.
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The 2007 report, Authorization for Interlocal Agree-
ments and Intergovernmental Cooperation in Michigan,5

found 77 specific laws, or provisions of laws, that au-
thorize intergovernmental collaboration.  Some laws
broadly authorize collaboration for any services that
local governments are authorized to provide indepen-
dently, other laws authorize collaboration for the pro-
vision of specific functions or services.

Until the 1950s, each time two Michigan local govern-
ments wanted to formally cooperate to jointly provide
services or to contract for services, they were required
to go to the legislature for general legislation autho-
rizing cooperative agreements for that particular ser-
vice or function.  That changed with enactment of Pub-
lic Act 35 of 1951, which authorized any local
government to cooperate with any other local gov-
ernment in the “ownership, operation or performance”
of any “property, facility or service which each would
have the power to own, operate or perform separately.”
Thus, under the provisions of Act 35 any local gov-
ernments could do jointly anything which each could
do individually and it was no longer necessary to ob-
tain specific state enabling legislation in those cases
where all of the units involved had individually the
power to perform the function.  This broad authoriza-
tion to cooperate was embedded in the 1963 Michigan

Statutory Review

Constitution.  Today, Public Acts 7, the Urban Coop-
eration Act, and 8, the Intergovernmental Transfer of
Functions and Responsibilities Act, of 1967 (Extra Ses-
sion) provide the broad authority for any local gov-
ernments to do jointly what each has the authority to
do independently.

Specific enabling legislation is still necessary in those
instances when one or more of the units involved do
not have the power to perform a function.  Since
home rule cities, villages, and counties have broad
home rule powers, they do not usually require such
specific authorization.  However, general law coun-
ties, townships, school districts and special districts
have only those powers specifically provided by law
(and in the case of counties and townships those fairly
implied).  It is necessary to point to statutory autho-
rization to perform the functions before they can
perform it on a cooperative basis.  For this reason,
many of the statutes authorizing cooperation in spe-
cific functions are still necessary.  Also, many of these
specific statutes are important because of their fis-
cal and structural provisions.  The laws authorize the
levy of dedicated taxes to fund the services to be
provided jointly or a governance structure specifically
designed to meet the needs of local governments
providing joint services.

Intergovernmental collaboration laws were imple-
mented to authorize collaboration among local gov-
ernments, but provisions in some of these laws se-
verely limit the ability of local governments to come
together for joint service provision.

Employee Protection Provisions

Employee protection provisions contained in six sepa-
rate laws impede local governments from using inter-
governmental collaboration to displace employees
currently engaged in providing the functions or ser-
vices that are proposed for joint provision.  The provi-

Laws that Impede Collaboration

sions state that employees affected by transfer be-
cause of collaboration should not be put in any worse
position relative to worker’s compensation, pension,
seniority, wages, sick leave, vacation, health and wel-
fare insurance, or any other benefits that were provided
to employees of one of the merging government ser-
vice providers.  The result of these provisions is that
local governments are restrained from using intergov-
ernmental collaboration effectively to reduce the size
of municipal staffs.  In fact, because of these provi-
sions, consolidated service provision may cause the
cost of that service to increase rather than decline.  The
acts that include these provisions are as follows:

5 Citizens Research Council of Michigan Report #346, April 2007 (www.crcmich.org/PUBLICAT/2000s/2007/rpt346.pdf).
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Public Act 7 of 1967 (Extra Session), Section 5(g)ii,
as amended, the Urban Cooperation Act, provides:
“An employee who is transferred to a position with
the political subdivision shall not, by reason of the
transfer, be placed in any worse position with re-
spect to worker’s compensation, pension, senior-
ity, wages, sick leave, vacation, health and welfare
insurance, or any other benefits that the employee
enjoyed as an employee of the acquired system.”

Public Act 8 of 1967 (Extra Session), Section 4(d)ii,
as amended, the Intergovernmental Transfer of
Functions and Responsibilities Act, provides: “No
employee who is transferred to a position with the
political subdivision shall by reason of such trans-
fer be placed in any worse position with respect to
workmen’s compensation, pension, seniority,
wages, sick leave, vacation, health and welfare in-
surance or any other benefits that he enjoyed as
an employee of such acquired system.”

Public Act 204 of 1967, Section 13(2), as amended,
the Metropolitan Transportation Authorities Act,
provides: “No employee of any acquired transpor-
tation system who is transferred to a position with
the authority shall by reason of such transfer be
placed in any worse position with respect to
workmen’s compensation, pension, seniority,
wages, sick leave, vacation, health and welfare in-
surance or any other benefits that he enjoyed as
an employee of such acquired transportation sys-
tem.”

Public Act 425 of 1984, Section 6(b), as amended,
the Conditional Land Transfer Act, provides: “An
employee who is transferred by a local unit due to
a contract under this act shall not by reason of the
transfer be placed in any worse position with re-
spect to worker’s compensation, pension, senior-
ity, wages, sick leave, vacation, health and welfare
insurance, or any other benefits that he or she en-
joyed before the transfer.”

Public Act 57 of 1988, Section 10(l), as amended,
the Emergency Service Authorities Act, provides:
“…employees of a municipal emergency service
whose duties are transferred to an authority formed
under this act shall be given comparable positions
of employment with the emergency service estab-

lished by the authority, and shall maintain their
seniority status and all benefit rights of the posi-
tion held in the municipal emergency response
service before the transfer.”

Public Act 292 of 1989, Section 23, as amended, the
Metropolitan Councils Act, provides: (1) A public
employee whose duties are transferred to a coun-
cil established under this act shall be given a posi-
tion of a comparable description with the council,
and shall retain the seniority status and benefit
rights of the public employment position held be-
fore the transfer. …

(2) … When powers or duties of a local govern-
mental unit are transferred to a council, the coun-
cil shall immediately assume and be bound by an
existing labor agreement applicable to those pow-
ers or duties for the remainder of the term of the
labor agreement. The members and beneficiaries
of a pension or retirement system or other ben-
efits established by a local governmental unit, the
powers or duties of which are transferred to a coun-
cil, shall have the same rights, privileges, benefits,
obligations, and status with respect to the council.

Government tends to be a labor intensive enterprise
for many services.  It is especially labor intensive for
the public safety services – police and fire protection
– that consume the majority of the budgets for full
service local governments.  Laws that hinder the abil-
ity to achieve savings through collaboration put pub-
lic officials in the difficult position of needing to re-
duce the service levels or eliminate those services
completely to achieve savings.

Laws that Make Collaboration More Difficult

Certain other laws6 do not directly create impediments
to collaboration, but either through their construction
or their omission makes collaboration more difficult
for the local policymakers that must make difficult
decisions when initiating collaborative services.

Public Act 336 of 1947, the Public Employment
Relations Act (PERA) and Public Act 312 of 1969,
providing for Compulsory Binding Arbitration for

6 See Legal Barriers to Intergovernmental Cooperation Agreements in Michigan, by Michael P. McGee and Christopher M.
Trebilcock from Miller, Canfield, Paddock and Stone, P.L.C.  Prepared for Intergovernmental Cooperation in Michigan: A Policy
Conference, May 17-18, 2007.
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Public Safety.  Section 15 of PERA requires employers
and representatives of employees to “…confer in good
faith with respect to wages, hours, and other terms and
conditions of employment…”  [emphasis added] This
wording has been interpreted to mean that the duty
to bargain extends to the public employers diversion
of work to non-unionized employees or to outside
contractors.  Thus local governments currently
engaged in the provision of a service must submit to
collective bargaining potential actions to provide that
service collaboratively with another governmental
unit or through non-governmental contractors.

Act 312 submits interest or contract formation disputes
between public employers and public safety
employees to binding arbitration, as well as issues
arising during collective bargaining negotiation over
the terms to be included in a new contract.  Thus, local
governments considering collaboration for the
provision of police or fire protection must consider the
possibility of those changes to the conditions of
employment being subjected Act 312 binding
arbitration.

Public Act 116 of 1954, the Election Law.  Intergovern-
mental collaboration agreements have led to recall
efforts against elected officials that voted to approve
participation by their local government.  The law could
be amended to prohibit such actions as a valid basis

for recall.

Public Act 279 of 1909, the Home Rule Cities Act.  Sev-
eral cities have amended their charters to create mini-
mum staffing requirements for their police and/or fire
departments.  Such provisions preclude collaboration
as a viable tool for seeking efficiencies in government
operations.  The law could be amended to prohibit
minimum staffing provisions as a responsibility that
properly rests with management and an impediment
to collaboration.

Public Act 206 of 1893, the General Property Tax Act.
The law could be amended to facilitate greater tax base
sharing.  As long as local government officials are
driven by the need to expand the tax base, the goal of
new development will outweigh the benefit of col-
laboration.  A system of tax base sharing would make
development (ideally commercial and industrial) in the
mutual interest of all local governments in a region,
allowing them to concentrate on achieving the econo-
mies of scale that characterize the capital-intensive
and technically intensive governmental services.

Reform of these laws would better enable local gov-
ernment officials to make structural changes to the
methods of providing government services and cre-
ate an atmosphere in which leaders think beyond the
boundaries that define their local governments.

bors.  Section 2.5 states

Section 2.5.   Intergovernmental contracts.  The
city shall have power to join with any governmen-
tal unit or agency, or with any number or combi-
nation thereof by contract or otherwise as may be
permitted by law, to perform jointly, or by one or
more of them, for or on behalf of the other or oth-
ers any power or duty which is permitted to be so
performed by law or which is possessed or imposed
upon each such governmental unit or agency.

The Kentwood City Charter also provides authoriza-
tion for the City to engage in joint service provision:

Section 3.3.  Intergovernmental relations.  The city
may join with any governmental entity, or with any
number or combination thereof, to perform, jointly
or separately for the others, any lawful power or
duty which is permitted to be performed.

City Charter Review

A city charter is a basic law formulating the govern-
ment for a city that, within the limitations of the state
constitution and legislative enactments, establishes
the framework of government, defines powers and
duties, and identifies the rights and responsibilities of
a city in fulfilling the needs of its citizens.  As a strong
home rule state, Michigan authorizes each city to draft
its own charter.

For the six cities involved in this study, the local laws
that create their operating structures, as defined by city
charters, are very permissive in authorizing the cities
to jointly provide services.

Authorization to Collaborate

The Wyoming City Charter specifically authorizes the
City to engage in joint service provision with its neigh-
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The East Grand Rapids City Charter has similar lan-
guage:

Section 2.4. Intergovernmental Relations.  The city
may exercise any of its powers and perform any of
its functions jointly or in cooperation with, by con-
tract or otherwise, the United States, Canada, one
or more states, and political subdivisions or public
agencies thereof.

In Grandville, the Charter reads:

Section 3.4. Inter-Governmental Contracts:  The
city shall have power to join with any governmen-
tal unit or agency, or with any number or combi-
nation thereof by contract or otherwise as may be
permitted by law, to perform jointly, or by one or
more of them, for or on behalf of the other or oth-
ers any power or duty which is permitted to be so
performed by law or which is possessed or imposed
upon each such governmental unit or agency.

In Walker, the Charter reads:

Section 3.3.  Intergovernmental Contracts.  The
City shall have power to join any municipal cor-
poration, school district, or State agency, or with
any number or combination thereof, by contract
or otherwise as may be permitted by law, for the
ownership, operation or performance, jointly or by
any one or more on behalf of all, of any property,
facility, service, or recreational program which each
would have the power to own, operate, perform,
or conduct separately.

The City shall have the right to contract with any
person or with any other municipal corporation to
furnish to property, outside the corporate limits of
the City, for an adequate consideration and within
limitations imposed by law, any lawful municipal
service which it is furnishing to property within its
corporate limits.

Likewise, the Grand Rapids City Charter authorizes
the City Commission to take actions to promote in-
tergovernmental collaboration.

53.    Municipal Co-operation. Section 3. The City
Commission and City Manager shall seek to bring
about co-operation among and between the Cit-
ies of Michigan in whatever way may seem best for
the purposes:

( a ) .    O f  securing a uniform system of account-
ing among said cities so that intelligent compari-
son may be made, and so that each city may profit

by the experience of all.

(b).    Of enabling said cities to work out plans for
co-operative buying at wholesale rates.

( c ) .    O f  p romoting the prosperity, welfare and
happiness of the citizens and taxpayers.

Impediments to Collaboration

Impediments created at the local level are contained
in the city charters for these cities.  Ordinances that
create impediments are created by the cities’ elected
officials, and can be undone by those officials.  Kent
County operates as a general law county, and thus the
operating structure and laws are contained in state law.

Very few obvious impediments to collaboration ap-
pear in the city charters.

Some impediments are found where the charters
create commissions to oversee the provision of city
services.  For instance, the Grand Rapids City Charter
provides:

230.  Section 2.  The Board of Library Commission-
ers of the City of Grand Rapids shall be composed
of seven elected members. The Board shall have
the entire management and control of the Public
Library of the City and of all property and assets
belonging thereto devoted to or intended for li-
brary purposes.

This provision vests responsibility and control of the
Grand Rapids Public Library with the Board of Library
Commissioners.  Clearly this would impede the abil-
ity of Grand Rapids to divest itself of its library in favor
of a library authority, but it would not seem to be such
a strong impediment that the City would be precluded
from participating in a resource sharing consortium or
otherwise working with other libraries.

Other impediments arise from provisions for the elec-
tion or appointment of city officers in the city char-
ters.  For example, the Walker City Charter states:

Section 7.2.  Officers to be Appointed.  The appoint-
ive officers of the City shall be one Supervisor to
be appointed by the Commission from among the
Commissioners or elective or administrative offic-
ers of the City to serve for a term of two years, a
City Assessor and three members of the Board of
Review to be appointed by the City Commission
for a tem of one year, a City Attorney, a Fire Chief,
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and a Health Officer, to be appointed for indefinite
terms and to be responsible to and to serve at the
pleasure of the Commission, and a Police Chief to
be likewise appointed for an indefinite term, pro-
vided that the City Commission and to the extent
permitted by law, request the sheriff of Kent
County under contract to furnish police protection
to the City and to enforce all legal ordinances.  One
or more assistants to the Assessor may be ap-
pointed by the Commission when deemed neces-
sary.  The Commission may create additional ap-
pointive officers of the City of may combine any
appointive offices in any manner not inconsistent
with State law and prescribe the duties thereof.

Collaboration for functions or services included in the
responsibilities of elected or appointed city officers
do not threaten those offices, but collaboration may
be more difficult when the functions or services con-
sidered for collaboration encompass the entire duty
of the elected or appointed officers.  For instance, col-
laboration for public safety dispatch or training would
not threaten the offices of fire chief or police chief in
each city, but collaboration on property assessing may
be more difficult because the charters require appoint-
ment of assessors to serve as city officers.  In addition
to the provision for an appointed assessor in Walker
noted above, each city charter includes similar lan-
guage for assessors.

The East Grand Rapids City Charter provides:

Section 5.2. Duties of Clerk, Treasurer and Asses-
sor.  The clerk, treasurer and assessor shall report
to the manager and perform those duties as re-
quired by law, ordinance, resolution, Charter or by
the manager, as well as the duties set forth below:
…

(c) Assessor. The assessor shall prepare and certify
the regular and special assessment rolls and shall
perform those duties imposed upon assessing of-
ficers by state law.

In Grandville, the City Charter provides:

Section 6.13.  Assessor: Functions and Duties:  The
Assessor shall possess all the powers vested in, and
shall be charged with all the duties imposed upon,
assessing officers by statute.  He shall prepare all

regular and special assessment rolls in the man-
ner prescribed by law or by ordinance.  He shall
perform such other duties as may be prescribed for
him in this charter or by the council.

The Kentwood City Charter has similar language:

Section 6.9.   Assessor: Functions and duties.  The
assessor shall possess all powers vested in, and
shall be charged with all duties imposed upon, as-
sessing officers by law. The assessor shall prepare
tax, special assessment and other rolls, and shall
perform such other duties as prescribed by law.

And in Wyoming:

Section 4.13.   Assessor: functions and duties.  The
Assessor shall possess all the powers vested in, and
shall be charged with all the duties imposed upon,
assessing officers by statute. He shall prepare all
regular and special assignment rolls in the manner
prescribed by this charter, by the Commission or
by the City Manager.

The language in each of these city charters provides
that the function of assessing property is to be per-
formed by the city assessor, who is an appointee of the
city managers or mayors.

These cities should perform legal analysis to assess
whether the inclusion of this appointed office in their
city charters would prohibit collaborative performance
of this function through which responsibility is shifted
to outside parties.  As detailed below, it appears
Grandville was able to engage in some level of private
contracting despite its charter language.

Also, a case can be made that the charter language in
these cities is not unlike Section 61 of the General Law
Township Act7 that makes the supervisor the chief as-
sessing officer of each township.  Notwithstanding this
law, townships often contract with their county equal-
ization departments or private providers to perform
assessing.  Failing the ability to find any latitude in the
wording, each city would have to amend its charter to
enable assessing to be performed by an outside party.

Otherwise, each of the cities should not be restricted
from collaborating in the provision of services.

7 General Law Township Act, Revised Statute of 1846, MCL 41.61, http://legislature.mi.gov/doc.aspx?mcl-41-61.
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Analysis of Collaboration in Kent County

CRC received from each of the governments a list of
the functions and services provided through some
form of interlocal agreement.  With the assistance of
staff from those governments, that information has
been prepared in a matrix that can be found on pages
13-21.

CRC used this information to analyze the services each
unit provides and the methods employed to provide
those services.  Each function and service was analyzed
in multiple ways to identify the following potential op-
portunities for enhanced collaboration:

• Each function and service was analyzed based on
the economic attributes to identify possible

economies of scale or skill.
• Best practices were identified from CRC research

to offer potential opportunities that were not oth-
erwise evident from the survey data.

• The methods of performing functions and deliv-
ering services in these communities are compared
to the most commonly employed methods in the
2005 survey of governments in 25 Michigan coun-
ties.

CRC did not have sufficient information to analyze the
potential savings from reduced duplication or the po-
tential service enhancement that may result from
economies of scale.

It is clear from the matrix that intergovernmental col-
laboration has been extensively used as a tool for im-
proving the operations of the seven governments.
Collaboration exists among these cities and between
the County and these cities for a broad range of func-
tions and services.  Examples arise in the list of func-
tions and services that the County provides to local
governments that are provided not only to these six
cities, but also to the other cities, villages, and town-
ships in Kent County.  Several trends are worthy of rec-
ognition in this matrix.

Collaborative Arrangements not Universal –
Roughly two-thirds of the services that are jointly pro-
vided can be classified as horizontal collaboration.
Only about a quarter of those uniformly include all
six cities.  Most are:

• Individual relationships between two or only a few
of these cities,

• Arrangements involving the City of Grand Rapids,
as the seat of county government, and Kent
County, or

• Interlocal agreements between individual cities
and the school districts they overlap.

As a result, there are opportunities for those cities not
party to those individual agreements to become party
to existing interlocal agreements, or create similar

Existing Collaboration

interlocal agreements with other cities for the provi-
sion of those services.  This works for both vertical
collaboration, where the county is performing func-
tions for something less than all of the cities, and hori-
zontal collaboration, where something less than all of
the cities are working together to provide services.

Seat of County Government – The City of Grand Rap-
ids has benefited from cooperation with Kent County,
and vice versa, in ways that the other five cities have
not.  As the seat of county government, Grand Rapids
plays host to the county offices, the courthouses, and
other county facilities.  The City of Grand Rapids and
Kent County share facilities, jointly store municipal
records, provide information technology across de-
partments, and jointly provide other services.  This puts
Grand Rapids in a unique position among the cities of
this study.

Joint Purchasing – These communities have estab-
lished a strong network of joint purchasing that serves
them well and can be expanded to other items in the
future.  The communities reported joint purchasing for
items such as supplies for elections, motor vehicle
fuel, fire department vehicles and equipment, road
salt, and other items.  Several of these joint purchas-
ing agreements were between only a few communi-
ties.  It is important that they be expanded to include
all of the communities and any surrounding commu-
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nities purchasing supplies similar to those utilized by
these communities.

Police Teams – The Metro Oversight Board has united
the police efforts of these cities and Kent County for
a consolidated effort to provide the Children’s Assess-
ment Center and created teams to handle major
crimes and vice, auto theft, fraud and identity theft,

drug, and cold cases.  This approach recognizes that
perpetrators of crimes do not limit themselves to
single jurisdictions.  Additionally, the officers and de-
tectives participating on these police teams possess
specialized skills.  Spreading their abilities over broader
geographic areas allows participating units to invest the
resources into training these individuals, thus capital-
izing on economies of skill.

With so many functions and services jointly provided
by these communities, either collectively by all seven
governmental units or by subsets of these govern-
ments, CRC employed two methods to identify op-
portunities to expand collaboration: we identified op-
portunities to build on existing collaboration and we
analyzed collaboration in other parts of Michigan to
identify opportunities to initiate collaboration new to
these communities.

Public Safety

Kent County and the six cities could build on the au-
tomatic aid agreements these cities have in place and
the Metro Oversight Board, which plays such a vital
role for specialized police functions, to identify addi-
tional public safety functions that could be jointly pro-
vided.  Large percentages of the budgets of these com-
munities are dedicated to the provision of police and
fire protection.  The ability to achieve savings and main-
tain service levels without raising taxes begins by ad-
dressing the cost of these services.

The public safety services that provide the greatest
community identification, police street patrol and in-
cident response by the police departments and fire and
emergency responses by the fire departments, tend
to be very labor intensive.  Staffing levels are deter-
mined by factors such as population, the number of
housing units, the number and character of commer-
cial and industrial properties.  This would suggest that
collaborative provision of street patrol or fire re-
sponses would provide only marginal opportunities for
savings because collaboration would do nothing to
change the aggregate land area, population, or num-
ber of residential and business properties in these cit-
ies.  Nonetheless, collaboration would provide some
opportunity for savings and would enable the region
to better manage delivery of these public safety ser-

Opportunities for New Collaboration

vices.  However, as long as the employee protection
provisions remain in the Urban Cooperation Act and
Emergency Service Authorities Act, a full consolida-
tion of police and fire departments across these juris-
dictions is not likely to result in cost savings in the near
term.

One need not move to a full consolidation of police
and fire departments.  These cities could pursue col-
laboration on specific parts of police and fire depart-
ment operations for which economies of scale may
result in savings.  Identification of these opportunities
should begin with the less visible capital and techni-
cally intensive functions that are critically important
to providing public safety in the urban settings that
these departments operate.  Police detectives, crime
scene investigators, and fire inspectors could be pro-
vided regionally, with responsibility and authority to
cross boundaries to investigate crimes.  Dispatch, train-
ing, vehicle and equipment maintenance, record keep-
ing, and other support functions could all be per-
formed regionally.

To provide these services across jurisdictions, a spe-
cial authority should be created or the personnel
could be housed within the county sheriff’s depart-
ment.  A special authority would keep each individual
police department intimately involved in the opera-
tions of the joint squad, but it is possible that jurisdic-
tional and insurance issues could complicate the op-
erations of such a squad across multiple governments.
Those potential issues would be addressed by hous-
ing the joint squad in the county sheriff’s department.
The county has jurisdiction across all cities, villages,
and townships.

Facilities – The future relocation or redevelopment of
any police precincts, firehouses, or other facilities
should be preceded by an analysis of how that facility
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fits into the regional provision of these services.  The
location of these facilities should be driven by their
ability to serve the whole region, not just residents of
their own community.

9-1-1 Dispatch – The Kent County Dispatch Authority
provides 9-1-1 dispatch for several communities, and
Wyoming provides dispatch for Grandville.  Consoli-
dating all communities into the Kent County Dispatch
Authority would capitalize on the skills possessed by
the dispatchers.  When Oakland County consolidated
the many community operated 9-1-1 dispatch services
into a single countywide center, it was able to offer a
higher level of services than any of the communities
could provide individually.  The county dispatchers re-
ceived additional training to be certified to provide
enhanced 9-1-1 which allows dispatchers to relay
methods of performing medical instruction until the
proper medical personnel arrived at a scene.

Fire Fighter Training — While most communities per-
form this function independently, a large number of
governments throughout Michigan rely on interlocal
agreements with surrounding governments to provide
this service.

The City of Wyoming contracts its training center for
use by the Grand Rapids Fire Department 100 days a
year.  Grand Rapids and Wyoming jointly provide train-
ing to East Grand Rapids firefighters.  Kentwood reports
numerous joint training events with other local fire
departments.  And the City of Walker reports receiv-
ing training to operate personnel accountability sys-
tem from the Kent County Fire Chiefs Association re-
sponse team.

Fire fighter training requires people with high levels of
skill capable of training others.  Once one set of people
have those skills, they are capable of providing train-
ing to multiple municipalities.  A consolidation of
firefighter training into a single effort would make bet-
ter use of the officials and facilities engaged in this
exercise.  In some parts of Michigan, community col-
leges are central to fire fighter training.

Fire Investigation — Most communities throughout
Michigan rely on vertical collaboration for fire investi-
gations.  Persons capable of serving as fire investiga-
tors must have higher levels of training and experience.

Most local governments do not have the volume of
fires to warrant having staff dedicated to this task em-
ployed full time.  Collaboration allows the people with
requisite skills for this task to be shared across a num-
ber of jurisdictions and a wider geographic area.  Of
the six cities, only Grandville reported partnering with
other cities and the State for fire investigations.    These
cities should share a single fire inspection unit autho-
rized to investigate all suspicious fires in any of these
cities.

Hazardous Material Handling and Response — Most
municipalities in Michigan rely on vertical collabora-
tion for hazmat handling and response.  Another large
numbers of communities provide this service through
direct provision or horizontal collaboration.  The in-
formation provided by the communities indicates that
the City of Wyoming plays a lead role for this service.
The Wyoming hazmat team works closely with Grand
Rapids and Kentwood on equipment purchases and
training and responds to events in Grandville, Walker,
Byron Center, Cutlerville, Caledonia, and Caledonia
Township.  Also, Kentwood works with Cascade,
Gaines, and Caledonia to respond to hazardous ma-
terials incidents.

Hazmat provides opportunities for efficiencies both
with the economies of scale, due to the equipment
needed, and with economies of skill, due to the train-
ing needed.  Efforts to build on the efforts in Wyoming
to the mutual benefit of all communities, including
those not directly targeted in this service review,
should be pursued.

CLEMIS – Oakland County’s Court Law Enforcement
Management Information System (CLEMIS) is a multi-
faceted, regional law enforcement management infor-
mation system. CLEMIS facilitates the sharing of data
between law enforcement agencies in a regional da-
tabase.  Oakland County and participating municipali-
ties have used CLEMIS to provide and/or automate the
following funcitons:

• Enhanced 911 (E-911 Call-Taking)
• Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD)
• Records Management System (RMS)
• Mobile Data Computers (MDC)
• Field-Based Reporting (FBR)
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• Law Enforcement Information Network (LEIN) ac-
cess via WebLEIN

• Reporting Tool (InfoView)
• Crime Mapping
• Electronic Facial Images (Mugshot )
• Electronic Fingerprints (Livescan)
• Video Arraignments (OakVideo)
• Jail Management System (JMS)
• Radio (voice) Communication System
• Community Policing Websites (CrimeWatch)
• Fire Records Management System (FRMS).8

The integration of these functions does not establish
any new responsibilities or introduce collaboration to
a new set of criminal justice activities.  CLEMIS ties
these functions together and enables law enforcement
agencies to capitalize on technical and communica-
tion advances to more efficiently perform the func-
tions.  Kent County should play a lead role in contract-
ing with Oakland County to extend CLEMIS to Kent
County and integrate all city, village, and township
police agencies into that system.

Firing Range – The Kent County Sheriff and each indi-
vidual police department do not need separate firing
ranges.  Like the arrangement Grandville and
Kentwood have with Wyoming, a single facility could
be made available to all police personnel in the six cit-
ies and the county sheriff’s department.

County Sheriff Provision of Police Services – The
practice in most Michigan counties is for cities to pro-
vide their own police departments and for the county
sheriff to provide police services to unincorporated
areas of the counties.  Many county sheriffs contract
with willing townships to provide enhanced levels of
police service.

Recently this practice has been extending to cities.  The
City of Mt. Clemens, the seat of government for
Macomb County eliminated its police department and
now contracts with the sheriff for police protection.
Positions were offered to former Mt. Clemens police
officers as Macomb County sheriff’s deputies.  The
courts ruled that this arrangement did not violate the
employee protection provisions of the Urban Coop-
eration Act.  Likewise, the Oakland County Sheriff pro-
vides police protection for the cities of Clarkston,
Rochester, and Rochester Hills in addition to the many
townships that contract for enhanced protection.

If the finances of Michigan local governments do not
improve soon, more cities will be driven to investigate
the financial and operational feasibility of contracting
for police protection from the county sheriffs.  A move
such as this may not happen in the immediate future,
but if the housing market continues to slump, result-
ing in further declines in property tax revenues, any
number of these cities may be forced to consider this
option.  The Kent County Sheriff should study the pos-
sibility of extending county sheriff services into any
or all of these core cities in place of their police de-
partments to prepare for any future inquiries.

County Performance of Municipal Functions

Kent County should position itself to perform more
functions on behalf of the local governments – not
just the six cities, but all other cities, villages and town-
ships in the county – by developing a closed intranet9

among the local governments and using that network
to serve as a contracting body for functions and ser-
vices for which county employees are already involved.

Intergovernmental Intranet – Establishment of a high
speed intranet connecting all county, city, village,

8 www.oakgov.com/clemis/assets/docs/FACT_MASTER.pdf (accessed April 16, 2009).
9 An intranet is a network within and only for an organization.  Businesses establish intranets for communication among employees
and governments operate intranets for staff interaction.  This is in contrast to the Internet, which is a worldwide network with
content available to everyone (not withstanding the need for passwords to access some sites).  Computer users on an intranet
have access to the Internet but not vice-versa; and intranets are designed to be more task-orientated and less promotional than is
the Internet.  See www.associatedcontent.com/article/348517/intranet_vs_internet.html for more detail.
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township facilities within Kent County would better
enable these governments to operate in the 21st Cen-
tury and would create an infrastructure for improve-
ments in many of the areas for which the county and
local governments interact.  Establishment of such an
intranet would involve dedicated computer file serv-
ers hosted by Kent County and high speed, broadband
connections to all computers in each local govern-
ment.  This effort should extend beyond the munici-
pal offices in which most staff are housed: court
houses, recreation, health, transportation facilities, and
other buildings in which governmental functions are
carried out should be included.

If feasible, this effort could be done in cooperation with
the Kent County ISD to connect school facilities at the
same time.  While school activities are mostly exter-
nal to municipal affairs, security matters would be fa-
cilitated by this interconnectivity and the intranet
could facilitate collaboration between municipalities
and individual school districts.

Creation of a secure intranet among the local govern-
ments would improve opportunities for file sharing and
development of resources to capitalize on advances
in communication.  The cost of this network can be
shared among all participating governments.  While
the initial cost may be high, the improvements in pro-
ductivity relative to the interactions between these
governments can justify the investment.

Building off of the interconnectedness offered by a
local government intranet, the County should de-
velop sufficient computer infrastructure to host
websites, email service, databases, and other services
for the benefit of the local governments.  The County
should focus on technically intensive services, which
its personnel can perform in county offices at least as
efficiently as municipal staff located in municipal of-
fices.  It should begin by focusing on functions that the
county performs as part of the business operations of
running the county.

Data Repository – File servers hosted by the County
computers could act as a central repository for all da-
tabases that local governments maintain, at least parts
of which get reported to the County or State, includ-
ing: the functions of the clerks, property assessment,
police and fire records, jail management system, and
building inspection.  Consolidation of these databases

would give County officials more immediate access
to the data and would create a uniform design for
comparability across jurisdictions.  High speed Internet
access and a secure intranet would allow local offi-
cials to continue to access information as if it were
housed on the municipality’s own computers.

For county officials, the ability to manage data in a
uniform system across the whole county, instead of
integrating the data from more than 30 unique data-
bases, would increase their productivity and enable
them to perform functions that require a common
database.  For instance, because Oakland County
houses a database of property values for all parcels in
the county, local officials performing property assess-
ments enter data directly into the county database,
which saves time for them, and the county officials
have data to equalize assessments across jurisdictions.
This database enabled the County to run models to
foresee the likely effects that economic changes and
the housing crisis would have on municipal and county
property tax revenues.  Budget makers at the county
and local levels were better prepared to make needed
changes because of this arrangement.

Financial Transactions – The County could develop
and extend to all local governments the ability to pro-
cess credit card transactions online.  As a service to
residents, this capability would allow for online pay-
ment of property taxes, income taxes in the cities of
Grand Rapids and Walker, fees, fines, and other charges.
This capability would free county and municipal cleri-
cal staffs, that normally have to process payments, to
perform other tasks.

Accounting — Most local governments in Michigan
perform their accounting functions independently,
but technological advances and the proximity of
these units make this function a candidate for inter-
governmental collaboration.  Consolidation of this
function at the county level would capitalize on the
employment of skilled accountants necessary to
maintain financial records.  Instead of working solely
on the financial records of a single unit of local gov-
ernments with intermittent down times, their time
could be spread over the needs of several commu-
nities.  These accountants could be housed in county
offices or travel between municipal offices. The cit-
ies may opt to employ bookkeepers for the every day
data entry.
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Treasury Functions — Most local governments per-
form treasury functions independently.  Individual
functions may be suitable for collaboration either with
the county or among the cities.  For instance, each
government has a lock box arrangement with a bank.
Approaching banks as a collaborative group may bring
benefits not afforded to each unit operating indepen-
dently. The Intergovernmental Collaboration Com-
mittee of the Michigan Government Finance Officers
Association is looking at the possibilities of collabo-
ration in the finance functions of local government.
The results of their work may offer ideas for the Kent
County cities to adopt.

Payroll/Benefits — In the private sector, companies
have grown around the concept of providing human
resource services for other businesses.  This allows the
contracting businesses to concentrate on their core
missions – producing a good or service to sell.  The
ability to outsource these functions allows individual
companies to capitalize on the skills of a few individu-
als rather than having each business employ profes-
sionals with requisite skills to manage payroll, file
taxes, oversee benefits, and perform other personnel
matters.

Although businesses have contracted to have this
function performed for them in the private sector,
most local governments continue to perform payroll
and benefit functions independently.  Kent County and
the six cities may wish to look at privatizing payroll and
benefits.  Alternatively, the County and the City of
Grand Rapids are each well suited to extend the work
of their payroll and benefits staff to the service of
other communities, both the smaller cities that sur-
round Grand Rapids and the other communities in the
county.

Property Assessing – Assessing is currently performed
by each city and township in Michigan; almost 1,300 in
total.  This system leads to inefficiencies and incon-
sistencies in how similar properties are appraised.  Ad-
ditionally, the market seems slow to respond in draw-
ing qualified appraisers to become municipal
assessors, leading to a dwindling number of Level IV
assessors.

The majority of respondents to the 2005 CRC survey
reported the independent performance of property

assessing, but another large number of local govern-
ments reported that they contract with their counties
or private appraisers for property assessing.  The City
of Grandville responded to the 2005 survey indicat-
ing they work with a private company for assessing.
Currently Kent County and the City of Grand Rapids
share appraisal duties for commercial and industrial
properties.  Grandville and Wyoming report collabo-
rating for Michigan Tax Tribunal appeal defense of as-
sessment.

It was noted earlier that although property assessing
should be a strong candidate for intergovernmental
collaboration, charter provisions in several of these
cities may restrict the ability of these communities to
fully benefit from collaboration for this function.  A
radical change in the method of performing this func-
tion may require a charter amendment in these cities.

Property assessment is a function that Michigan coun-
ties are well suited to perform on behalf of its cities
and townships.  Appraisers are required to obtain cer-
tification to appraise properties for purposes of taxa-
tion.  Certified appraisers are employed both by cities
and townships and by counties to equalize city and
township assessments.  In fact, several counties con-
tract to perform assessing for some of their cities and
townships.

Collaboration for the performance of property assess-
ing could take several forms.  The least threatening to
local governments would be for the County to pro-
vide a centralized database for all property records.
Each city and township could continue to perform their
own assessments individually, but the database would
be centrally housed and available to all eligible local
government officials.  Because Oakland County has
such a database, it was able to model economic sce-
narios and was able to foresee the consequences of
the housing crisis on property tax revenues before
most others.

A higher level of collaboration would follow the ex-
ample of the City of Grand Rapids to work with Kent
County for assessment of commercial and industrial
properties.  Cities and townships would continue to
assess residential property.  Such an arrangement
would be consistent with the charter language in the
cities that make the assessor a charter officer.  That
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office would still be filled by a certified appraiser, but
responsibility for the appraisal of some properties
could be farmed off to the County.

Tax Collection.  Whether or not the County gets in-
volved in property assessing, it would provide efficien-
cies if local governments consolidated the collection
of property taxes with the county treasurer.  Currently
Michigan cities and townships collect property taxes
and transfer the proper amounts to the State, coun-
ties, school districts, and other overlapping jurisdic-
tions that levy a tax.  Consolidation to the counties
would simplify collection from more than 1,500 agen-
cies to 83.

An investment in technology and resources to allow
online credit card payments would accentuate the ef-
ficiencies by allowing property owners to pay their
taxes from their own homes or businesses.  By han-
dling this through the county, administrative costs as-
sociated with credit card transactions would be de-
frayed among the several participants.

Elections – Most communities throughout Michigan
administer elections independently.  Michigan cities
and townships are responsible for the provision of
election services to the overlapping school districts,
the counties, the State, and any other governmental
units with elected officials or the ability to place ques-
tions on the ballot.

America learned from the experience of the 2000
Florida election that fewer elections administrators
brings the states closer to ensuring compliance with
the due process and equal protection clauses of the
U.S. Constitution, which states that “No State
shall...deny to any person within its jurisdiction the
equal protection of the laws.”  Consolidating the ad-
ministration of elections as well as the maintenance
of records and reporting of results with the county
would bring uniformity to this task, at least in Kent
County and ease the burden on municipal clerks.

Counties are already involved in the administration of
elections, primarily through the canvass of election
results.  To transfer responsibility over more election
administration tasks to the county level would not di-
minish the local nature of the voting process.  Each
city would still be subdivided into precincts, with a

polling place convenient to most households.  Such a
transfer would consolidate the duplicative tasks that
occur in each city and township into a single bureau-
cracy and bring more uniformity to the process.

Records/Archives – Most communities report inde-
pendent maintenance of records and archives.  Record
keeping is a core function of county government.  It is
performed independently by most local governments
because of the need to have such records close at
hand.  Private sector businesses have developed that
store records for companies and that invest in suffi-
cient computer memory to store electronic records.

Records and archives from the City of Grand Rapids
and Kent County are housed in Community Archives
and Research Center on grounds of old public mu-
seum in Grand Rapids.  East Grand Rapids and
Kentwood both reported working with a private com-
pany for records storage and document imaging.

Oakland County has improved the efficiency at all lev-
els of government by standardizing record keeping
with the County.  The ability to perform this function
at the county level required installation of high speed
Internet access linking all government buildings
throughout the county and adequate computer capa-
bilities at the county level.  Immediate access to local
government information makes the county better able
to perform many of its functions, while each local gov-
ernment has access to digital records.

Alternatively, Kent County and the other cities may
wish to learn more about the relationship East Grand
Rapids and Kentwood have with private provides for
records maintenance and, to the extent possible, en-
able the others to also contract and receive the same
benefits provided by these companies.

Websites – In a very low cost effort, county comput-
ers could serve as a host for all municipal websites and
email services.  Rather than requiring each commu-
nity to invest in individual computers with the suffi-
cient firewalls and software to house their own
websites, or paying private website hosts to provide
this function, the County can provide this service.  This
could be done on a contractual basis, with the fees
calculated at a rate sufficient for the county to pro-
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vide technicians with ability to write code and main-
tain the sites.

Each of the six cities that are the subject of this report
has developed its own website, but for other commu-
nities in Kent County, the County could create a tem-
plate for use in creating their own sites.  Additionally,
the county should assist in getting any forms that resi-
dents or businesses are required to complete online.

Capital Intensive Services

Other opportunities to expand collaboration can fo-
cus on some of the capital intensive services for which

collaboration would be expanded to new communi-
ties or into new functions.

Road Maintenance — Michigan is not unlike other
states wherein responsibility for highway construction
and maintenance is assigned to a number of different
levels of government.  In the case of Michigan, State
government, county road commissions, and munici-
pal governments (cities and villages) provide highway
services.  While the roads under state jurisdiction are
fairly uniform throughout the state, there is little con-
sistency from county to county on jurisdiction over the
primary arterial and collector roads.  In some urban
counties, the county road commissions (the Depart-

Map 2
Jurisdiction of Roads in Metropolitan Grand Rapids

Legend: Red lines – State highways / Green line – County roads / Gray lines – City streets

Source: Kent County Road Commission, www.kentcountyroads.net/Maps/Road_Jurisdiction_Map.pdf.
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ment of Public Works in Wayne County) have juris-
diction over these roads whether they are physically
located in cities and villages or in townships.

In the six cities, for the most part, county jurisdiction
of roads (green lines in Map 2) ends where the cities
begin.  Other than some border roads in Kentwood,
the county road commission does not have jurisdic-
tion over any of the roads in these six cities.  Collabo-
ration will not change the number of road miles, lane
miles, or other indicators of need for these road agen-
cies.  With little overlap in geographic jurisdiction (such
as would occur if county roads intersected these cit-
ies), joint road construction or maintenance efforts
would cause the road agencies to travel into areas they
otherwise would not travel.  Therefore, the recom-
mendations focus on primary opportunities to col-
laborate on functions that occur behind the scenes.

Winter Maintenance – The economics of winter main-
tenance, and the assignment of road responsibilities
in Kent County, suggest that collaboration can have
only a limited affect on cost savings.  The mere act of
collaboration will not reduce the number of miles of
roads or the number of lane miles, so the cost per mile/
lane mile will remain the same.  Officials should in-
vestigate whether collaboration would allow trucks to
continue in straight lines to plow snow, apply salt, or
patch potholes where otherwise these county road
commission trucks would travel around these cities or
lift their plows on the city streets.

A number of jurisdictions use GIS technology to track
the roads that have been plowed or treated with salt.
Collaboration would allow Kent County and these cit-
ies to jointly purchase and operate such a system to
reduce duplicative runs, more effectively care for
boundary streets, and more effectively perform the
tasks of winter maintenance.

Highway Signs and Signals — In the 2005 CRC survey,
statewide respondents and these Kent County cities
reported vertical collaboration for the provision and
maintenance of traffic signs and signals.  In data pro-
vided by these cities, Kentwood and Walker reported
contracts with Grand Rapids for traffic sign manufac-
turing, installation, and maintenance.  The other cities
may benefit from similarly contracting with Grand Rap-
ids for traffic signs.

Public Works – The equipment needed to provide
public works services is relatively expensive.  As a ma-
jor item in municipal budgets, collaboration on this
service provides an opportunity for savings.  These cit-
ies have an agreement for equipment sharing.  Spread-
ing the cost and use of this equipment goes far toward
achieving the economies of scale.  Further investiga-
tion may reveal more savings by developing more col-
laborative agreements for the provision of this service.

City/School District Collaboration

The ideas of collaboration need not be restricted to
interaction among the cities or between the cities and
the county.  These cities share common taxpayers with
school districts that perform non-instructional ser-
vices similar to services performed by the cities.

Building and Grounds – The City of East Grand Rap-
ids and the East Grand Rapids School District report
collaboration on maintenance of the buildings and
grounds.  This is a model that the other cities should
follow with their respective school districts.

Municipal Fleet Garage/Storage — The land and fa-
cilities used for vehicle storage make this function capi-
tal intensive.  As such, the possibility of capitalizing
on economies of scale should be explored.  The best
opportunities for savings on this function may lie with
working with overlapping school districts.  Consoli-
dation to a single facility/lot would still leave partici-
pating units with the land currently used for these fa-
cilities/lots unless those governments used the lots
for other purposes or sold the land to enhance their
tax bases.

Parks and Recreation – These cities tend to do more
with their overlapping school districts than with each
other for parks and recreation facilities and programs.
Grand Rapids reports a school parks agreement with
Grand Rapids Public Schools.  The City of Grandville
jointly provides park facilities on land leased from
Grandville Public Schools.  The City of Walker
collaboratively works with the Kenowa Hills School
District through the City Central Park agreement.
Walker also utilizes school ball fields for community
sports league programs.  The City of Wyoming has
shared use agreements with Wyoming Public Schools
for the use of Lamar Park and Jackson Park, Godwin
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Heights Public Schools for use of Hillcroft Park, and
Grandville Public Schools and Grandville AYSO for use
of soccer fields at Century Learning Center.

The needs of a municipal recreation program and the
facilities in and around school buildings are often iden-
tical.  The facilities required to provide programming
tends to be capital intensive.   Each can be expected to
have ball fields and athletic facilities; swings, slides, and
playscapes for smaller children; extensive grass ex-
panses, etc.  These cities along with the school districts
should seek opportunities for the joint purchasing of
equipment to use the parks and playgrounds and equip-
ment to care for the facilities, such as tractors for cut-
ting grass.  Additionally, the cities and school districts
can contract with one another to have the staff from
one maintain the facilities for the other.  It would not
seem to matter whether the cities contract with school
districts or school districts contract with cities.

Kent County is working with Grand Rapids, Grandville,
Walker, and Wyoming to acquire land for Millennium
Park.  The County also works with other various other
townships and cities in bilateral collaborations for park
and trail services.

The City of Wyoming serves as distribution point for
ball field marking powder for communities to reduce
delivery costs.

Regional Assets

The Kent County assets that provide services beyond
the county borders could be regionalized.  Residents
of many surrounding counties travel to the Grand Rap-
ids area to visit both the Gerald R. Ford International
Airport and the John Ball Zoological Gardens.  They
should share in the tax burden needed to maintain
these assets.

Airport — The Grand Rapids area is served by the
Gerald R. Ford International Airport.  The airport is
managed and operated by the Kent County Depart-
ment of Aeronautics.  As capital-intensive services that
serve residents and businesses in very wide geographic
areas, airports are very well suited to collaboration.
Kent County accomplishes this by providing for the
airport at the county level.  An analysis of the origin of
passengers flying in to or out of GFIA may reveal the
airport’s benefits flowing to Ottawa, Muskegon,

Allegan, Barry, or Ionia county residents.  This would
suggest that a multi-county special authority, that is
supported financially by each of the member coun-
ties, could defray the cost to Kent County for airport
operations and represent the needs of residents from
each county.

Zoo — Kent County provides the John Ball Zoologi-
cal Gardens for the benefit of all Kent County resi-
dents.  Like the airport, the suggestion for improve-
ment would be to consider the extent to which
residents from other counties are visiting the zoo and
whether taxpayer support for the zoo would be bet-
ter spread over multiple counties.

Other Technically Intensive Functions

In addition to the technically intensive services that
could be more easily provided by the county if a com-
puter intranet is put in place to facilitate communica-
tion between offices, other services could be pushed
to the county level.

Building Inspection — At one time, building codes
were determined locally.  Building inspection was con-
ducted locally because only local inspectors would
be familiar with each city’s building code.  Now all
building construction has to comply with the state
building code.  As such, building inspection has be-
come a strong candidate for regional collaboration.

Indeed, Grand Rapids provides electrical inspection
services to City of Walker; the City of East Grand Rap-
ids is contracting with Cascade Township for building
inspection; and the City of Wyoming is working at vari-
ous tasks with Park Township, the Godfrey Lee Public
Schools, and the City of Walker.

Building inspection is a function that requires a high
level of technical training and as such collaborating
communities stand to benefit from economies of skill.
Any of these cities could serve as employer of build-
ing inspectors to serve the other five, but if the county
were to hire/put on contract building inspectors, those
officials would be capable of serving any community
in the county.  Unless any community is going through
the type of construction boom that many Michigan
communities experienced in the 1990s, they are not
likely to have sufficient work to keep inspectors em-
ployed full time.
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Municipal Vehicle Maintenance — Many governments
throughout Michigan handle the responsibility for ve-
hicle maintenance independently and others contract
with a private company for vehicle maintenance.  Kent
County, East Grand Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, and
Wyoming all reported working with private garages in
the 2005 CRC survey but did not reflect that in the
lists of joint services submitted for this project.

Vehicle maintenance is a governmental function that
carries both capital intensive and technologically in-
tensive attributes.  The garages, lifts, and tools all re-
quire capital investment.  This function also requires
technical expertise, as the mechanics must receive
training and state certification to validate their ability
to work on different aspects of vehicle systems.

The opportunities for collaboration on vehicle main-
tenance are plentiful.  Because these jurisdictions al-
ready have facilities for maintaining their fleets, it may
be possible to consolidate the workforce into a single
group of mechanics that travel among these cities to
fix and maintain the vehicles in each jurisdiction.  The
cities and the county have similar fleets of vehicles,
so shared mechanics would not require special train-
ing to service any type of vehicle particular to a single
governmental unit.

Additionally, the school districts overlapping these
cities have vehicles with similar characteristics.  The
school districts school buses and maintenance ve-
hicles are not unlike the equipment used by the county
road commissions or the city public works depart-
ments.  The county and cities could investigate con-
tracting with the overlapping school districts for ve-
hicle maintenance.

Indirect Collaboration

Indirect collaboration occurs when two or more local
governments contract with a private provider to per-
form a function or provide a service.  Private providers
enter these markets because they feel they can capi-
talize on economies of scale to efficiently provide ser-
vices.  When local governments contract with private
providers, they are gaining those economies of scale
through third parties.

The six municipalities have independently employed
private contracting for individual functions and ser-

vices.  Now they might want to investigate the ben-
efits of jointly contracting for private contractors to
provide functions or services to multiple jurisdictions.
As with joint purchasing, wherein suppliers are willing
to reduce the unit price for a good because of the
larger volume of purchase, jointly contracting with
private providers to provide functions or services to
multiple jurisdictions would give that contractor cer-
tainty of service that could result in a lower unit price
than if the individual units approached that contrac-
tor independently.  Because little information was pro-
vided by the cities regarding their current practices with
indirect collaboration, CRC used responses from the
2005 survey of service delivery methods to identify
potential functions and services where this approach
might succeed.

Functions or services for which private providers were
reportedly used in the 2005 survey include:

• Printing municipal documents (Grand Rapids,
Grandville, Kentwood, and Wyoming);

• Maintenance of records/archives (East Grand
Rapids and Kentwood);

• Document destruction (Grandville, Kentwood,
and Wyoming);

• Computer technical support (Walker and Wyo-
ming);

• Website development and management (East
Grand Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, Walker, and
Wyoming);

• Garbage and recycling curbside collection
(Grand Rapids, Grandville, and Walker – Wyoming
reported contracting for collection of recycling).

• Ambulance/EMS (East Grand Rapids, Grand Rap-
ids, Grandville, and Kentwood)

• Surveying and engineering (East Grand Rapids,
Grand Rapids, Grandville, and Wyoming –
Kentwood and Walker reported contracting with a
private provider for surveying only)

Cities not using private providers for these functions
and services should consider doing so, and all cities
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should consider a joint approach to contracting for
these functions and services in a united effort to re-
duce the unit price.  There should not be efforts to
abandon contracts with private providers to pursue
interlocal agreements in their place, but communities
should pursue collaborative opportunities when con-
tracts expire and must be renegotiated.

Training/Professional Development — Most commu-
nities train their employees and provide professional
development independently.  A change in practice
could have these communities contracting to have
training provided in conjunction with the community
college, working with the county, or by contracting
with private companies.

North Carolina attempts to have all state and local
government services provided in a professional man-
ner.  The North Carolina School of Local Government
provides training and professional development for
local government employees to ensure that all func-
tions are properly performed and performed to com-
ply with state requirements.  Training is for all func-
tions – from dog catcher to accountants to elected
officials.  The local governments then provide a de-
gree of training to convey their own operating proce-
dures and idiosyncrasies.

Ideally, training and professional development for lo-
cal governments should be provided at the state level
in Michigan, through state departments, state univer-
sities, or local government associations.  Michigan

State University’s State and Local Government Pro-
gram offers some education programs and others are
offered through individual associations.  Kent County
could help to fill any voids by working with its local
governments to develop programs at Grand Valley
State University, Grand Rapids Community College, or
another entity.  Not only could this extend beyond the
six cities to those local governments that make up the
balance of Kent County, but over time it might be ex-
tended to local governments in neighboring counties.

Printing of Municipal Documents – Most communi-
ties in Michigan handle their printing needs indepen-
dently.  The City of East Grand Rapids reported col-
laboration with East Grand Rapids School District in
the 2005 CRC survey (does not appear in list provided
by city for this project).  Grand Rapids, Grandville,
Kentwood, and Wyoming all reported a relationship
with a private provider in the survey (does not appear
in list provided by cities for this project).

Although it is necessary for local governments to
maintain printers in today’s age of desktop comput-
ers, the production of large quantities of documents
is best performed through contracts with private print-
ing companies.  The bulk of some governmental docu-
ments, such as a typical budget document or a finan-
cial report, dictates that mass production of these
documents cannot be handled by a typical printer at-
tached to a desktop computer.  The county and cities
may wish to explore whether any benefits exist by con-
tracting with a common company.
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Kent County and the cities of Grand Rapids, East Grand
Rapids, Grandville, Kentwood, Walker, and Wyoming
have been very progressive in developing regional
strategies for meeting the service demands of their
residents.  As the matrix on pages 13-21 illustrates, in-
tergovernmental collaboration has been used exten-
sively long before the current economic struggles
plaguing Michigan led local governments throughout
Michigan to reexamine this tool.

Now Michigan, and the local governments that derive
tax revenue from the economic activity that occurs, is
beset by a prolonged economic contraction.  Business
as usual will not be an option for the provision of local
government services.  Collaboration in the provision
of governmental services is one tool local
governments can use to capitalize on economies of
scale and improve the provision of services while
reducing costs.

It will be necessary for state laws to be amended to
better enable these Grand Rapids communities, and
local governments throughout Michigan, to benefit
from collaboration to the fullest extent possible.
Michigan’s laws are relatively permissive, allowing local

government collaboration for the provision of any
service that the local governments are authorized to
provide independently, but provisions in a few laws
create circumstances wherein collaboration may
increase the cost of service provision.

CRC’s analysis of opportunities to expand
collaboration focuses on the support functions for
public safety and functions that the county can provide
on behalf of the local governments.  The capital and
technically intensive services that are performed to
help police officers on the streets and fire fighters
better perform their duties can be consolidated among
these local governments to achieve savings.  Also, the
county is well positioned to perform many of the
functions needed for local governments to operate.

The time to take action is now.  Even with the level of
existing collaboration among these communities, it
will take some time to develop and implement new
collaborative efforts.  Savings will not be reflected in
current fiscal years, but in future years, and only if
action is initiated presently to consolidate service
provision.

Conclusion


