
MUNICIPAL LAW
RESEARCHING

 

Municipal law is comparable to a blend of state
legislation and administrative law but on the local
level and much more limited in scope. 

Municipalities are constrained in the laws that they
can create by the authority delegated to them by the
state legislature or the state constitution. 

 RCW Title 35 (Laws Affecting Cities and Towns) 

 RCW Title 36 (Laws Affecting Counties)

    WA Constitution Article XI Section 11 generally   
 states that municipalities may create laws for the 

Municipal
Charters

Within the framework of their delegated powers, a municipality will
adopt a charter. The city or county's charter functions for the
municipality  much like a state's constitution does. It sets out the
organization of the municipality and the duties of the officials. 

Charters are generally found at the beginning of a municipal code
compilation. 

Municipal
Ordinances

Municipal
Codes

Ordinances are the laws passed by the legislative branch of a
municipality, generally called a council (e.g. King County Council,
Seattle City Council). These are the structural equivalent of a session
law such as the Laws of Washington.

The ordinances are compiled into a code, and arranged by subject
matter. Like federal and state codes, most municipal codes have an
index and tables of contents or other finding aids. The municipal codes
are structurally similar to the Revised Code of Washington and for the
most part municipal codes are not annotated. The codes can be found
in print in most law libraries and online.
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Finding Municipal Codes

MRSC
 The Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington (MRSC) is a clearinghouse of

Washington research resources. There are links to Washington court opinions, statutes and
regulations, and a collection of municipal codes for Washington cities, towns, and counties.

The municipal codes are hyperlinked to their original host site on the internet. Because there
are different publishers for the various codes, the search options are not uniform. Make sure
to read through the search tips for the jurisdiction you are researching and pay attention to
how current the code is. You'll also want to look to see if there is a table of contents
available for the code you are using. Because municipal code compilations are mush smaller
than statutory collections, many times scanning the table of contents is the fastest way to
see all of the code provisions that will be applicable to your research issue.

County or City Clerks' Offices

Updating Municipal Codes

 County or city clerks' offices are also good options for finding municipal code information
and are often the only place to find copies of recent ordinances for many cities, towns,
and counties.   

Once you have found a relevant municipal code, you must update it just as you would a
statutory provision. This involves checking for recent ordinances from the municipal
body. The online Seattle Municipal Code seamlessly integrates the ordinances into the
code provisions to easily indicate if there are any ordinances that have recently passed
that will affect a particular code section. Once you have found the relevant municipal
code section, scroll down to the Recent Ordinances hyperlink to see if there are any
ordinances that haven't been incorporated into the code yet that may affect your code
provision.
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Municipal Practice Materials
Washington Administrative Law Practice Manual
Chapter 13 of the Washington Administrative Law Practice Manual has an overview of
municipal law and local administrative law procedures applicable in Washington. It is in
print in the library as well available electronically on Lexis.

General Practice Resources
If you can't find what you are looking for in a Washington resource, you may want to take 
a look at a general resource that covers municipal law from a national perspective. A 
municipal law question may be an issue of first impression in Washington, but chances 
are that some other state has already decided the issue. The most commonly used 
resource for municipal law is Eugene McQuillan's The Law of Municipal Corporations, 
often just referred to as "McQuillan's." It is a 20-volume set and is considered the 
standard in municipal law. It is updated regularly with pocket parts. McQuillan's is also 
available on Westlaw.

Another good municipal law treatise is Antieau on Local Government Law. Antieau has a 
national focus for municipal law issues and should be used as a gap filler for Washington 
law and issues of first impression. It is a 5-volume looseleaf set and is regularly updated. 
It is available on Lexis.
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http://mrsc.org/Research-Tools.aspx

