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A LETTER TO THE PEOPLE WHO SERVE
Nearly thirty years ago, I sat in my first township board meeting as outside legal counsel. The room was a modest one — folding chairs, a long table, fluorescent lights humming overhead — and the agenda was full of the kind of issues that don’t make national headlines: a rezoning request from a local farmer, a road maintenance dispute between neighbors, a question about the township’s drain assessment. What struck me that night wasn’t the weight of the legal questions — and they are weighty, shaped by statutes that change with every legislative session and the pressures of land use that no one fully anticipated a generation ago. It was the people at that table. They had jobs and families and farms and businesses. And yet, there they were, giving their Tuesday evenings to their community. That image has stayed with me ever since.
In the years since, I have had the privilege of serving counties, cities, townships, villages, authorities, and commissions of every size across the state of Michigan. I have advised on zoning disputes and labor negotiations, guided officials through FOIA requests and open meetings challenges, and stood beside administrators in moments of genuine crisis. I have seen local government at its very best — and occasionally, at its most frustrating. Through all of it, a few lessons have proven themselves true again and again. I want to share them with you.
“The people who serve on local boards and councils are, in my experience, almost universally motivated by a genuine desire to make their communities better.”

ON THE HEART OF PUBLIC SERVICE
Let me begin with something that does not appear in any statute or court opinion, but that I believe is the most important truth in all local government law: the people who serve on local boards and councils are, in my experience, almost universally motivated by a genuine desire to make their communities better. I have sat across the table from township trustees and city council members whose views differed dramatically: on development, on spending, on priorities, and I have rarely encountered someone whose underlying goal was anything other than the well-being of the people they represent.
This matters enormously, because local government is the level of government that is closest to the people it serves. A decision made by your township board or city council affects your neighbor’s property, your child’s road to school, or the business down the street. The stakes are immediate and personal in a way that state or federal policy rarely is. The people who step forward to make those decisions, often for modest or no compensation, deserve our respect and our support.
ON DISAGREEMENT — AND HOW TO DO IT WELL
And yet, I have also watched boards tear themselves apart. I have seen meetings descend into personal attacks. I have watched officials undermine their colleagues in the press, in private conversations, and in public sessions. I have seen the community’s business grind to a halt not because the law was unclear or the policy question was intractable, but because the people at the table stopped treating each other with basic respect.
Here is what I have learned about political disagreement on local boards: the fact that two trustees see a zoning-question differently does not mean one of them is wrong and the other is right. It almost never does. It usually means they are weighing the same set of facts and values through different lenses, lenses shaped by their own experiences, their own sense of what the community needs, their own read of what the future holds. That is not a flaw in democratic governance. That is democratic governance working exactly as it is supposed to.
“Personal attacks do not win arguments. They end them — and in doing so, they deprive the community of the full deliberation it deserves.”

The supervisor who wants to approve a new residential development and the trustee who wants to protect adjacent farmland are not enemies. They are two people who care about the same community and have arrived at different conclusions about how to serve it. The moment either of them begins to treat the other as an obstacle rather than a colleague, the moment the disagreement becomes personal, the community loses. Not just because meetings become unpleasant, but because good decisions require honest debate, and honest debate requires that people are confident to speak.

Personal attacks do not win arguments. They end them — and in doing so, they deprive the community of the full deliberation it deserves. When an official is publicly belittled for a position they hold, one of two things happen: either they dig in defensively, making productive compromise impossible, or they go quiet, and the board loses the benefit of their perspective. Neither outcome serves the people who elected them.

ON TRANSPARENCY — THE OMA AND FOIA
Michigan’s Open Meetings Act (OMA) and Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) are not obstacles to good governance. They are expressions of the same democratic principle that underlies local government itself: that the people have the right to know what their elected officials are doing and why. In nearly thirty years, I have seen officials run into serious legal trouble not because they had anything to hide, but because they did not fully understand the rules or because they made informal decisions outside of properly noticed meetings and then struggled to explain them.
The practical lesson I offer every new board and council I work with is simple: when in doubt, do it in public. If a decision is worth making, it is worth making in an open session where your constituents can see the reasoning. Serial one-on-one conversations among board members that build toward a decision, even when each individual conversation is innocent, can constitute a violation of the OMA. A FOIA request is not an accusation; it is a right. Responding to it promptly and fully is both a legal obligation and an expression of the transparency your community deserves.
I have also seen, more times than I can count, how transparency disarms critics. When a board conducts its business openly, when the reasoning behind a controversial zoning decision is laid out clearly in the public record, there is far less room for the kind of speculation and mistrust that fuels community conflict. The best defense against a FOIA challenge or an OMA complaint is a board that conducts itself as though every meeting will be on the front page of the local paper. Because sometimes, it will be.
ON ZONING — THE MOST PERSONAL OF ALL LOCAL DECISIONS
Of all the areas of municipal law I have practiced, zoning generates the most emotion, and for good reason. A person’s property is often their most significant financial asset and their most personal space. A decision to rezone adjacent land, to approve a special use permit, or to deny a variance is not abstract to the people it affects. I have watched neighbors of thirty years stop speaking over a zoning dispute. I have seen developers and farming families reach creative compromises that neither initially thought possible. I have also seen boards make technically lawful decisions in ways so procedurally careless that they invited litigation they could have easily avoided.
The lesson here is both legal and human. On the legal side: process matters enormously in zoning. A decision that is substantively defensible can be overturned if the record does not reflect the proper findings, if required notices were not given, or if the board’s deliberations suggest it was outcome-driven rather than standards-based. On the human side: people who feel genuinely heard — even when the answer is no — are far less likely to pursue litigation or to harbor lasting resentment. Taking the time to explain, clearly and respectfully, why a decision was made and what standards it was measured against is not just good public relations. It is good governance.
CLOSING THOUGHTS
I have spent nearly thirty years in service to communities I will never live in, working alongside officials I am privileged to call clients and friends. What has kept me in this practice is not only the legal work itself, though the questions are genuinely demanding and shaped by a relentless pace of legislative change, new and emerging land uses, and the recurring reality that state policy too often treats local communities as an afterthought — but it is the people. The township supervisor who ran for office because she was tired of seeing her road ignored. The city council member who campaigned on a single issue and then discovered the full weight of everything else that comes with the job. The village manager who quietly holds an institution together while elected boards turn over around her.
Local government works when the people in it remember why they are there. It works when disagreement is treated as a feature rather than a failure. It works when transparency is embraced rather than managed. And it works best when the people at the table, whatever their differences, treat each other with the dignity that public service demands.
In future issues, I will take up specific legal questions in greater depth: the evolving landscape of Michigan zoning law, best practices in FOIA administration, labor and employment issues that keep administrators up at night. But I wanted to begin here, with the things that thirty years have taught me what matter most. I hope you find it useful.

[image: ]Michael D. Homier is a shareholder at Foster Swift Collins & Smith PC and has represented Michigan counties, cities, townships, villages, and public authorities for nearly thirty years.
Foster Swift Collins & Smith PC | Grand Rapids | Lansing | Southfield | Detroit | Holland



image1.jpeg




image2.jpg




image3.jpeg
FOSTER SWIFT

FOSTER SWIFT COLLINS & SMITH PC || ATTORNEYS www.fosterswift.com II




