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Town boundaries in Minnesota tend to follow 
the "6-mile-square" pattern, as shown in this map 
of nonexistent "Ciearair County." However, natural 
featw·es and city or village growth sometimes 
make it advisable to alter the pattern. 

The town clerk meets regularly with the town 
hoard, which may call in other officers, such as the 
treasurer or assessor, for special reports. 
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I know no safe depository of the ulti
mate powers of society but the people 
themselves; and if we think them not 
enlightened enough to exercise their 
control with a wholesome discretion, the 
remedy is not to take it from them, but 
to inform their discretion. 

-THOMAS JEFFERSON 
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FOREWORD 

If you live in that great area of Minnesota 
that lies outside the corporate limits of our 
cities and villages, the unit of government 
nearest to you is most likely the "town gov
ernment." 

Some may argue that town government is 
out-dated. Others may view it, as it has been 
historically, as a means of making the transi
tion from beginning settlement to urban com
munities. Yet others may claim for it the vir
tue of an always accessible local governing 
unit. 

Regardless of how it is viewed, town gov
ernment is very much a fact in our state. A 
recent check showed 1,844 "towns" in Min
nesota. And many of the problems they face 
have become important only in these past few 
years. 

As only one example, take the problem of 
"zoning." Each year more towns must con
sider adopting ordinances which will permit 
the board of supervisors to regulate location 
and size of buildings, use of land, platting of 
land into lots, and issuing of building permits. 
Yet under existing laws, some towns may not 
have the authority to deal adequately with 
these. (Your county attorney will know if 
yours does.) 

This pamphlet does not deal with zoning 
as such or other specific town problems. It at
tempts, rather, to acquaint you with the gen
eral structure and function of town govern
ment. This should better equip you to deal 
with the particular problems-and opportuni
ties-facing your town today. 

-THE AUTHORS 
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TOWN GOVERNMENT 
In Minnesota's agricultural or rural areas the 

smallest unit of local government which provides 
the people with roads and other basic local services 
is the township. It is more properly called, "the 
town." Despite our inclination to use that term for 
cities and villages, Minnesota law applies the word 
"town" only to those organized units of rural local 
government based on the 6-mile-square townships 
which are found throughout the state. 

The Congressional Township 

These areas containing 36 square miles were 
initially designated as Congressional Townships. In 
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, Congress ordered 
the surveyors "to divide the (Northwest) territory 
into townships of 6 miles square." The land within 
each township was subdivided into sections and 
numbered from 1 to 36 to make it easier to map, 
record, and identify property. Minnesota was later 
formed from part of the Northwest Territory-as a 
territory in 1849 and as a state in 1858. 

Em·ly Development of the 
Minnesota Town Unit 

County government had been established by the 
territorial legislature, as had a number of cities and 
villages, but town or township government as we 
now know it did not exist while Minnesota was a 
territory. In many cases, the counties were larger 
than they are now, and the county seat was readily 
accessible only to those who lived close to it. People 
in rural areas some distance from the county seat 
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especially felt the need for a smaller unit of govern
ment to provide roads, law enforcement and court 
functions, and similar local services. The inadequate 
transportation and communication facilities of that 
time made it very difficult, if not impossible, to 
secure such services from county government. 
Furthermore, county government was not yet ade
quately developed so that it was able to provide 
all local needs of the rural resident. 

When the territory became a state in 1858, the 
legislature passed an act authorizing organization 
"for municipal and other town purposes" of Con
gressional Townships in the various counties of 
Minnesota. This law was based on similar ones in 
Wisconsin and other states to the east. It permitted 
voters in each Congressional Township to decide 
whether to create and establish "town" government 
for their area. 

A majority of the voters residing in the town
ship first submitted a petition to the county board 
requesting permission to establish a town govern
ment. If the petition was in proper form, the county 
granted the request, and then called for an elec
tion of town officers and the holding of a town 
meeting to get the new unit of government under
way. Today, most towns are still based on the 6 
by 6 mile square township. However, where lakes, 
rivers, and other natural features make it impracti
cal to follow this pattern-or where the growth of 
cities and villages makes it inadvisable-portions of 
a township can be added to the adjacent town for 
governing purposes (see the map). 

Towns Are Governed by State Law 

Once established, a town government is subject 
to the state laws regulating town government. The 
original law passed in 1858 has been amended many 
times. New laws have also been passed from time 
to time to further define the powers and functions 
of town government. 

These laws: 

( 1) Determine what towns must do and what 
they may do. 

( 2) Prescribe the duties of town officers. 

( 3) Regulate the annual town meeting and the 
election of town officers. 

( 4) Establish procedures governing the conduct 
of town business. 
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( 5) Prescribe the relationships which exist be
tween town and county government and officers in 
performing functions such as assessing, or providing 
services such as roads. 

The Political Significance of Towns 

In addition to serving as units of local govern
ment, towns also serve as rural voting precincts in 
state elections. Because towns serve as voting pre
cincts, political parties use the towns for organizing 
their members in rural areas. In election years, each 
political party, acting through its county party com-

Town boundaries in Minnesota tend to follow 
the "6 miles square" pattem, as shown in this 
map of nonexistent "Clearair County." However, 
natural features and city or village growth some
times make it advisable to alter the pattern. 

mittee, invites its party members to attend caucuses 
in their respective precincts (or towns) to elect 
delegates from each precinct (or town) in the 
county to attend the county party convention. 

The record would indicate, however, that very 
few caucuses are actually held in the towns of Min
nesota counties by members of either political party. 
Lack of voter interest in the parties and a lack of 
leadership at that level of party organization help 
to bring about this situation. 
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Town Gove·rnment Today 

At present, there are about 1,850 town govern
ments operating in 84 of Minnesota's 87 counties. 
In three northern counties (Cook, Koochiching, and 
Lake of the Woods) all town governments have '{ 

;' ,;. 

the meeting, notifying voters of the time and place 
of the meeting, and any propositions to be voted 
upon by ballot. 

The meeting is called to order between 9 and 
10 a.m. by the clerk, who acts as clerk of the meet
ing and records the minutes. After the call to order, 

TOWN GOVERNMENT IN MINNESOTA 

ASSESSOR TREASURER CLERK BOARD OF SUPERVISORS OVERSEER OF JUSTICE CONSTABLES 
3 HIGHWAYS 

I to 4 2 2 

Term 2 yrs. Term 2 yrs. Term 2 yrs, 
Term 3 yrs. 

Term 1 yr. Term 2 yrs. Term 2 yrs. 
Exofficio-Board of Health 

been dissolved by action of the county boards and 
town voters under state laws providing for such 
dissolution. Individual town governments in a few 
other northern counties have also been dissolved by 
their county boards under these laws. In such 
"unorganized" areas, county government provides 
the needed local services. Where town government 
has been dissolved, it has been because of low 
assessed valuation, sparse population, and similar 
factors that make it impractical to continue town 
government. 

The Annual 1'own Meeting 

The annual town meeting, which is held on the 
second Tuesday of March, is the important political 
event in town government. At this meeting the tax 
levy for town purposes is set, decisions are made 
regarding the expenditure of town funds for roads 
and other purposes, and by-laws are adopted. All 
legal voters of the town are entitled to attend and 
participate in the meeting. To qualify as a voter, 
a person must be a U. S. citizen, 21 or over, a resi
dent of the state for at least 6 months, and a resi
dent of the town for at least 30 days. Town officers 
are also elected on this day. The hours and manner 
of voting are regulated by state law. 

State law requires the clerk of the town to pub
lish or post a notice at least 10 days in advance of 
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the voters present elect a moderator by voice vote. 
The moderator states the business to be transacted 
and the order in which it will be considered. Voting 
in the meeting is usually by voice vote or by di
vision. 

Election of Town Officers 

Voting for town officers and on certain proposi
tions must be by secret ballot. Balloting may take 
place before, during, and after the meeting. The 
law requires that the polls must be opened some 
time between 9 a.m. and 1 p.m. and must remain 
open continuously until 5 p.m.-unless the town 
board has set different hours for voting. In the latter 
case, voting hours must be between 7 a.m. and 8 
p.m. People may vote in the election without having 
participated in the town meeting. The town clerk 
acts as clerk of the election; the supervisors, as 
election judges. 

Officers elected by secret ballot include: the 
three supervisors who make up the town board, 
one of whom is elected each year for a 3-year term; 
the town treasurer; the town clerk; the town as
sessor; two justices of the peace; and two con
stables. All but the supervisors have 2-year terms. 
If other town officers-such as a road overseer or a 
weed inspector-have been authorized by the town 
meeting, they may be elected by the annual meet
ing or by ballot. 
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Terms of office start on the first business day 
of April following election. Candidates for town 
offices must file an affidavit of candidacy with the 
town clerk at least 2 weeks in advance of the town 
meeting. The only legal restriction on becoming a 
candidate is that the person be qualified to vote in 
the township. 

This brief outline gives some of the procedures 
prescribed by state law for the holding of town: 
meetings and the conduct of town elections under 
ordinary circumstances. There are also laws which 
provide for other matters, such as special town 
meetings, establishment of election districts in cer
tain towns, failure to elect officers, and the like. 

Powers and Functions of Towns 

Compared to other units of local government in 
Minnesota, town government has been granted 
rather limited powers and functions by the state 
legislature. Among those granted to towns are the 
power: ( 1 ) to levy taxes on real and personal prop
erty, within prescribed limits and for specified pur
poses; (2) to purchase real and personal property 
for public use; ( 3) to enter into contracts; ( 4) to 
use and dispose of town property in such manner 
as the voters determine; and ( 5) to sue and be sued. 
In letting contracts of $1,000 or more, tovm boards 
are required by state law to advertise or give public 
notice requesting bids and to let the contract to 
the "lowest responsible bidder." Those towns hav
ing territory within 20 miles of the city hall of a 
first-class city are classified as "urban towns." They 
may exercise all the powers of villages. 

Towns and their officers are required by state 
law to perform some general governmental func
tions-such as the administration of elections and 
the assessment of property. State laws also authorize 
towns to decide for themselves (through the town 
meeting or by voting on propositions) whether to 
have the town perform various special functions
such as establishing zoning regulations and provid
ing for fire protection, cemeteries, or parks. Gener
ally speaking, towns may use their powers only to 
the extent and for the purposes which the legisla
ture has prescribed. 

Town Revenue 

The tax imposed on real and personal property 
by the annual town meeting provides the major 
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source of revenue for town governments throughout 
Minnesota. A few other sources of town revenue, 
very minor in total amount, include income from 
fees or permits and the town's share of the state 
liquor tax and bank excise tax. A few urban towns 
having village powers receive shares of the state's 
2-percent tax on insurance premiums and the cigar
ette tax. A few towns in the northern part of the 
state also receive allocations from the state forest 
fund. 

According to one study, an analysis of all prop
erty tax levies made in 1949 by towns, school dis
tricts, counties, cities, villages, and the state showed 
that, for Minnesota as a whole, the levy of all 
towns constituted only 5.4 percent of the total prop
erty tax levy. The same study revealed that, on an 
average, 77 percent of the levy of all towns was 
made for road and bridge purposes. This fact clearly 
indicates that the primary function of town govern
ment in Minnesota at the present is that of pro
viding roads. 

Tax Limits 

The amount of money which may be raised by 
the annual town meeting through taxes on real and 
personal property, for general and special purposes, 
is limited by the statutes which authorize the levies. 
For example, there is a 5-mill~ limitation on the 
levy for general purposes by towns having an as
sessed valuation of $100,000 or more. (These towns 
are by far the most numerous in the state.) Towns 
with a smaller valuation may levy up to 10 mills 
or $350.00 for general purpose. 

In all towns, however, the annual meeting may 
levy up to 5 more mills for "general purposes" after 
the annual report has been disposed of, if additional 
funds are needed. An additional sum, equal to the 
sum received by the to'vn in 1943 from the money 
and credits tax levied in 1942, may also be raised by 
all towns for general purposes. Examples of general 
purpose expenditures include: ( 1) the compensa
tion and expenses of town officers; ( 2) the cost of 
maintaining the town hall; and ( 3) election ex
penses. 

Most levies for special purposes are similarly 
limited, usually by a maximum amount in mills or 

0 A mill is l I l 0 of a cent and is n measure used primarily in 
computing taxes. Since a mill is 1/1,000 part of n dollar, a tax of 
one mill is a tax of $1 per $1.000 assessed valuation, or a tax of 160 
mills would be $160 per $1,000 assessed valuation. 
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in dollars that can be raised for each special pm
pose. Among the special pmpose levies that may 
be voted are those for: 

( 1) Roads and bridges ( 25 mills by the town 
meeting, 5 additional mills by the town board in 
emergencies ) . 

( 2) Road drainage ( 10 mills). 

( 3) Fire protection districts ( 5 mills ) . 

( 4) Insect pest control ( 2 mills but not over 
50 cents per capita). 

( 5) Buildings (in amount voted at annual meet
ing). 

( 6) Work done by the county on town roads 
(in an amount sufficient to cover the cost). 

A number of other special ptupose levies are 
authorized in varying amounts for all towns. Certain 
towns (such as those on the Iron Range or adjacent 
to metropolitan centers) have also been granted 
additional authority to levy for special purposes. 
Generally, most towns do not engage in very many 
of these special purposes. 

An overall maximum levy limit of 17 mills has 
been set by the legislature, if the combined general 
and special levies of a town produce $1,000 or more 
per government section. But this limitation applies 
in practice only to those towns which are on the 
Iron Range and therefore have very high assessed 
valuations. The law permits some levies to be made 
in excess of this overall limitation, however. 

The Town Board 

The three elected town supervisors make up the 
town board. As such they have charge of the affairs 
of the town, subject to the decisions of the annual 
town meeting and the state laws. The board elects 
one of its members as chairman, who presides at 
its meetings. 

The board acts as an agent for the town in car
rying out actions authorized by the annual meeting 
and by the voters in the town election. It may be 
authorized to: ( 1) acquire, sell, or lease property; 
( 2) purchase or build a town hall; ( 3) employ 
persons; ( 4) enter into contracts with private con
tractors or the county for the construction and main
tenance of town roads; ( 5) enter into a contract 
with a city or village for fire protection; ( 6) provide 
for town needs in other ways. 
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In counties still operating on the town system 
of general relief, the town board acts as superin
tendent of the poor. It receives applications for gen
eral relief, grants the relief it deems necessary, and 
in other ways cares for the needy in the town who 
are not eligible for public assistance from the county 
or, if eligible, who are in need of further assistance. 

The town board: ( 1) supervises town road con
struction and maintenance, with or without the 
assistance of one or more road overseers; ( 2) au
thorizes disbursements of town funds by the town 
treasurer for town purposes; ( 3) selects a deposi
tory for town funds; ( 4) serves as a board of audit, 
which audits the accounts of town officers and set
tles all charges against the town. 

The board is also authorized by state law to 
regulate, prohibit, or license certain places of public 
amusement in the town. It may revoke such licenses 
if it deems it advisable. 

The town clerk meets regularly with the town 
board, which may call in other officers, such as the 
treasurer or assessor, for special repol'ts. 

Other Town Officers 

The town clerk acts as clerk of the town board, 
keeping a record of its proceedings and the minutes 
of the town meeting. He is custodian of town books, 
records, and papers; is responsible for keeping a 
file of all acounts of the town; and is required by 
law to post notices of elections, by-laws adopted by 
the town meeting, and other notices. He is respon
sible for reporting to county and other officials such 
information as the statutes require. 

The town treasurer receives, deposits, and pays 
out the money of the town, making payments only 
on order of the town board. He is required to pre
serve all financial records of the town that come 
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into his possession, maintain an account of receipts 
and disbursements of town funds, and to draw town 
funds from the county treasurer. He reports annu
ally to the clerk concerning his accounts. 

The town assessor has the duty of assessing the 
real and personal property in the town which is 
subject to property taxation by the town, school 
district, county, and state. He works with and is 
assisted by a county supervisor of assessments in 
those counties still operating on the town assessor 
system. In those counties which have changed to 
the county assessor system, however, the town as
sessor views and appraises the property, while the 
county assessor determines its value. The town 
board serves as a board of review on assessments. 

The two town fustices of the peace preside over 
and adjudicate minor civil and criminal cases 
brought before them, while the two town constables 
are responsible for law enforcement in the town. 
These offices are not filled in many towns, county 
officials usually being called upon in such matters. 

Other officers, such as one or more road over
seers, a poundmaster, a weed inspector, and a 
health officer may be elected at the town meeting. 
Duties of each are determined by state law, the 
town meeting, and the town board. 

Compensation of town officers is governed by 
state law; the town meeting may increase the com
pensation of some officers within prescribed limits. 
Most officers are paid on a per day basis, with 
some being paid entirely or partially on a fee basis. 

In most towns, the treasurer receives a percent
age of the money paid into the town treasury. His 
annual compensation, however, may not exceed an 
amount fixed by statute. Mileage and expense al
lowances are authorized for those officers who have 
to travel or who incur personal expenses in the 
course of performing their town duties, but these 
allowances are also strictly regulated by statute. 
Compensation and expense allowances are quite 
modest for all officers. 

The Future of Town Government 

Students of local government are not agreed as 
to the future role of town government. Clyde F. 
Snider, ~~t a man who has studied rural local govern
ment for many years, has concluded that "the mid
western township as a governmental institution is 

° Clyde F. Snider, Local Government in Rural Ame.1ca, p. 232. 
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on the way out ... " He bases this on the fact that 
the midwestern township was a product of a frontier 
civilization, and that the conditions which made it 
necessary a century ago no longer exist. He asserts 
that improved communication and transportation, 
the expanding role of county government and its 
greater efficiency, and the increased cost of govern
ment at all levels have combined to contribute to 
the decline of the township. 

In other states, the town has declined. This has 
taken place through outright abolition, as in Okla
homa, or gradual transfer of all its functions to the 
county, as in Iowa. The transfer of the important 
town functions to the county has taken place in a 
few states. For example, Michigan and Indiana 
have transferred town roads to counties, as Kansas 
has done with the town poor relief function. Where 
important functions are transferred, the towns re
main but have only a minor role to perform. 

The town has declined in Minnesota, too. Three 
northern counties have dissolved all towns, and 
individual towns in a few other counties have been 
dissolved. In some counties, the principal function 
of the town, that of providing rural roads, has been 
taken over largely by the county. Throughout the 
state, town road mileage has decreased about 27,000 
miles in the past 20 years, primarily because of 
the tendency of towns to transfer their roads to the 
county. In Meeker County, for example, all but 60 
miles of the town roads have been turned over to 
the county. 

This trend has been halted in some counties 
through an agreement between towns and the 
county hoard. Such agreements provide that town 
roads will he maintained by the county for a reason
able charge, with construction and improvement of 
town roads continuing as a town responsibility. This 
permits the town to determine basic road policy at 
no sacrifice in economy (because construction of a 
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given road will cost about the same no matter what 
unit of government lets the contracts for the job), 
while at the same time permitting it to take ad
vantage of the greater efficiency of the county in 
providing road maintenance on a continuing year
round basis. 

Where these arrangements have been worked 
out, the county engineer usually advises and assists 
the town boards in numerous ways. He helps them 
get the best possible return from funds expended 
for road purposes and to develop a road system 
which will be adequate for the needs of tomorrow 
as well as today. 

How long town government will survive in Min
nesota will be determined by the people who use it. 
They will, of course, be guided in the long run by 
what they believe is important. But what is impor
tant to one man or woman may be unimportant to 
another. Some will look for the most efficient way 
of getting the job well done, no matter what unit 
does the job. Others will look for the least possible 
expenditure of funds, no matter how the job is done. 
Still others may think it more important to have 
control of a function closer to home, no matter what 
effect this local control might have in terms of 
economy, efficiency, or standards of performance. 

One thing can be said with certainty: An institu
tion, in order to survive, must adapt itself to the 
changing needs and problems of succeeding genera
tions, or it will perish. This means that town govern
ment should seek to do those things which it can do 
effectively. It should be willing to turn over to other 
units those functions which other units of govern
ment can do better. Town voters, town officers, and 
state legislators should be willing to apply these 
tests to all units of rural government. 
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