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GOVERNING AMERICA'S 
COMMUNITIES



LOCAL GOVERNMENT

• Diversity of government structures

• More than 89,000 local government entities

• Confusion about responsibilities



LOCAL GOVERNMENTS IN THE U.S.



LOCAL GOVERNMENT

• Functions:

• Managing conflict

• Forging communities

• Providing services

• Why Should We Care about Local Government?

• Accountability

• Representation



LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
FUNCTIONS DIFFER BY STATE

• Counties, cities, and townships are referred to as 

general-purpose governments. They provide a wide 

range of services, from law enforcement to parks 

and recreation, human services, roads, and public 

works. 

• Special districts and school districts are known as 

special-purpose governments. They are much more 

limited in the number of functions they perform for 

the public.



COUNTY GOVERNMENT MANAGEMENT

• Two Types: Rural and Urban Counties

• Elected officials include county commissioners or supervisors 

with general responsibilities for all county functions, and some 

of the following: sheriff, auditor, treasurer, attorney, recorder, 

coroner, clerk, tax assessor, tax collector.

• Many counties have professional administrators or county 

managers who oversee the administrative functions.



TYPICAL COUNTY FUNCTIONS

• Assess and levy property taxes

• Maintain local roads and bridges

• Administer elections

• Provide law enforcement, jails, and courts

• Administer various health and welfare 

programs

• Offer conservation and recreation facilities 

and programs



TYPICAL COUNTY FUNCTIONS







TOWNS AND TOWNSHIPS

• Townships are often in the Midwest and towns in 

New England

• Subdivisions of counties providing similar services

• New England town meetings offer a distinguished 

form of representative government.



MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENTS

• Usually created by state charter and provide 

common functions such as police, fire, streets, 

sewer, sanitation, parks, and welfare services

• Typically managed by a city council and mayor 

with varying degrees of authority and responsibility 

and often with a city manager leading the 

bureaucracy



MUNICIPAL CHARTERS

• Types of charters

• Special Act

• General Act

• Optional

• Home Rule

• Dillon’s Rule

• All cities in Virginia







TYPES OF ELECTIONS OPTIONS

• Partisan and nonpartisan elections

• At-large districts

• Single-member districts



CONCERNS ABOUT AT-LARGE 
ELECTIONS

• Are they discriminatory?

• Mobile v. Bolden (1980)

• Constitutional unless there is evidence of discriminatory 

intent

• Voting Rights Act of 1982

• Established totality of circumstances test



TYPES OF ELECTIONS OPTIONS



TYPES OF ELECTIONS OPTIONS



SCHOOL DISTRICTS

• Organized to provide public elementary 

and secondary education

• Usually managed by a superintendent 

appointed by an elected school board

• Over 14,000 local school districts

• Community colleges may also fall into this 

category.



SPECIAL DISTRICTS

• Provide specific services, usually a single 

function such as fire protection, mass transit, 

soil conservation, libraries, water and 

irrigation, sewage disposal, airports, sports, 

convention centers, etc.

• Over 37,000 special districts


