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Prior to determining the feasibility and advisability of adjusting Minnesota's county boundaries, it
is important to consider the development of county government and the existing geographic
b01mdaries. This chapter explores the development of county governments in the United States,
and then focuses specifically on the development of county government in Minnesota. In addition,
it surveys some ofthe county-county consolidations which have occurred throughout the history
of the United States, the reasons for their occurrence, and the benefits, drawbacks, and obstacles
to consolidation.
County governments were established in the U.S. as transplanted English shires (counties) or
parishes (which is a subdivision of a county often coinciding with an original church parish and
constituting a unit oflocal government 1) modified to meet the local needs of a particular area.
The United States constitution had less of an impact on county governments than did early state
constitutions and statutes, which established the structure of the county government as an
administrative arm of the state. All counties were originally created as general1aw units of
government subject to almost unlimited state controL 2
Counties underwent some organizational change during the Jacksonian era ofthe middlenineteenth century. Counties still had administrative duties but more county officials became
elected than had previously been the case. As the general competence of: and public confidence
in, county government increased, counties expanded as service providers. After World War 1,
counties increased the number of services and expanded into such areas as horaries, airports,
hospitals, and functions ofplanning and zoning, etc. Counties had a clear presence during the
Depression era, when states were unable to deal with the economic dislocation and sought federal
help.3"

lMerriam-Webster, Inc. (1990). Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary. Springfield,
MA: Merriam-Webster, Inc. pp. 856.
2 Currie, G.
(1993, December). Minnesota House of Representatives report: Counties,
towns, and cities and state and local relations. St. Paul, MN.

Stewart, M. D. (1991, Winter). Counties in the federal system:
connection. Intergovernmental Perspectives 16(1), 19-20.
3
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The Washington

Historical Developments' of Counties in the United States
In order to understand fully the structure and functions of American county government today, it
is important to review the historical developments that have influenced it. Similar to many
governmental institutions, the American county government structure is a product ofhistory. The
role of the county took several forms depending upon whether the state borrowed from the early
colonies of Virginia, Massachusetts or Pennsylvania. American county government has largely
been affected and transformed by three major influences, (1) the English county government, (2)
American colonial settlement patterns, and (3) the democratization of county government. This
section of the report will discuss these historical impacts.
Th~

English County Government

American county government originates from the old English shire (county) system. The legal
status ofthe shire was that of an' administrative arm of the crown, which is similar to how the
forefathers ofthe American Constitution viewed the American county. Depending upon the
population and size, each county had at least one justice of the peace. Later, additional county
officers, such as the coroner and the constable, were given responsibilities. As the number of
county officials grew the more pluralized became the county government.
Aspects ofthe old English system are relevant to the way our county government operates today.
The blending ofthe county judicial and legislative powers in county court is associated with the
lack of concern with the separation ofpowers in county government. For the most part, counties
today still have very little concern with the separation ofpowers doctrine in our constitution.
However, the overlap today is in relation to the executive and judicial branches.
The second major influence is the preference to divide powers among several county officials.
This pluralization has led to significant problems with regard to accountability and consensus in
the administration of counties.

'

Finally, the county's legal status as an administrative arm as well as a unit oflocal government
stems from the English influence. The county is limited in its power to function independently of
the state in terms of policy making. However, as a unit oflocal government, county officials are
responsible for responding to their citizen's concerns.

Colonial Settlement Patterns
The original colonists clustered in small communities for public support. As a result of this,
clustering towns were the first units oflocal government in the North. The southern colonies
adopted a manorial system. This settlement pattern was very conducive for large working farms
and plantations. In these colonies the county became the primary unit oflocal government. The
first county was established in Virginia in 1624. Since the state was agricultural with dispersed
populations, larger counties were established. Virginia was divided into eight counties that served
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as the administrative districts of the state. These counties also held the responsibility ofjudicial,
'
military, public works and taxation' districts. 4
The second form of county government was established in the North in Massachusetts Bay
County in 1643. Structurally the government was similar to Virginia. However, there were less
county government officers, since towns and cities were considered more important units ofloca1
government. These townships preceded counties; they held the majority of responsibilities that
were carried by county officials in Virginia.
The middle colonies such as New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania took on the third
permutation of county government. Pennsylvania stands out because it consciously established
counties as the principle unit oflocal government. The lack of competitive positioning between
counties, cities, and townships permitted citizenry to be the unit of representation for the election
of to governing boards. These boards were called commissions and they consisted of three
commissioners that were elected at large.
The colonial settlement patterns established that, overall, counties would be relatively weak units
of government in the Northeast, relatively strong in the South and mixed in the middle states.
These three main structures expanded throughout the century and throughout the new colonies.
In particular, the middle states like Wisconsin and Minnesota subscribed to the Pennsylvania
mode~ which eventually garnered widespread support since the county commissioners were
elected at large.

Democratization of the American County Government
As settlements spread to the west, new lands created new communities and new units oflocal
governments. A major difference between the original colonial states and the West was the
West's desire to elect rather than appoint colonial officials. Thus far, most of the states had
appointed county officials, but the era of Jacksonian Democracy was characterized by
egalitarianism and an overall distrust of aristocracy.

Indiana is a good example of Jacksonian democracy.. The first Indiana state constitution adopted
in 1816, required elections for the county commissioners, auditor, surveyor, treasurer, clerk ofthe
court, and sheriff 5 The influence of t.his frontier spirit also affected older states that decided to
change their structure in favor of elected positions. This infiuence not only made direct elections
popular, but also extended the old English notion ofpiuralization.

Duncombe, R S. (1977). Modem county government. Washington," DC: National
Association of Counties, 21-22.
4

Bergman, D. (Ed.). (1993). County government in an era of change. Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1-21.
5
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According to U.S. Census, there are currently 3,043 county-government types in the U.S. These
include counties, city-county consolidations and 39 independent cities. The number of county
governments in each states varies from as many as 254 in Texas to as little as three in Delaware.
Since the 1930's, counties have been established in Hawaii, boroughs have been given county
status in Alaska, and some counties have consolidated with cities. The only two county-county
consolidations occurred in Tennessee in 1919 and in Georgia in 1932, when two counties merged.
County consolidations and boundary changes are particularly difficult to achieve due to restrictive
provisions by state constitutions. Most state constitutions requires a two-thirds or larger majority
vote in each county to be consolidated.
Counties in Minnesota

.

Counties in Minnesota may be defined as local entities organized as political subdivisions of the
state for governmental purposes. The state legislature has a great deal of control over Minnesota
Counties. Counties have the responsibility ofproviding certain functions and services desired by
the county residents, including many services which county residents are entitled to receive. In
Minnesota, counties also have the authority to supply a number ofurban and municipal type
functions such as public transportation.
In 1849 the remnants of the territories ofIowa and Wisconsin formed the territory ofMinnesota.

This territory not only included what we now consider Minnesota but also parts ofNorth and
South Dakota. Minnesota inh~rited its county government structure from Wisco~sin. The first
legislative assembly of the territory ofMinnesota borrowed liberally from Wisconsin laws to enact
legislation.
At the inception ofthe Territory ofMinnesota in 1849, nine counties were created. Three ofthese
counties covered the whole region between the Mississippi River and the St. Croix River. Tne
other six counties covered the Northern territory West of the Mississippi These northern counties
had not removed the Indian's right of occupancy, but were merely nominally established.. Once
the "Suland " territory west ofthe Mississippi was opened for settlement, the legislative assembly
began the process of establishing new counties.
Since the original nine counties were created, all modifications to county boundaries have
increased the number of counties and have decreased the size of the cotmties. Immediately
following the creation ofthe Territory ofMinnesota, during what is known as the Territorial
Period, (1849-1858) Minnesota established 60 counties. The Territorial Period was a time of
extensive planning and realignment of county boundaries. But, demand for the creation ofnew
counties declined after Minnesota formally became a state in 1858. From this point on, the State
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Constitution prescribed the method for the creation ofnew counties. The State Constitution,
enacted on May 11, 1858, stated that: 6
The legislature may from time to time establish or organize new counties, but no new
county shall contain less than 400 square miles, nor shall !1lly county be reduced below
that amount; and all laws changing county lines in counties already organized, or for
removing county seats shall, before taking effect, be submitted to the electors of the
county or counties to be affected thereby, at the next general election after passage
thereot: and be adopted by as majority of such electors. Counties now established may be
enlarged, but not reduced below 400 square miles. 7
The State Legislature had full power to establish and organize counties within the broad
regulations quoted above. Between May 11, 1858, and the end ofthe next decade, fourteen of
the present 87 counties were established. In the decade ofthe 1870's, only four of our present
counties were established, and in the 1880's only two additional counties were created.
In 1892, the State Constitution was amended and "The legislature shall pass no local or special
law regulating the affairs of incorporating, erecting or changing the lines of any county." This
mandate provides some general guidelines with regard to. the establishment of counties and for
changes in the boundaries. The following year, the Legislature enacted a general law upon the
subject, which has been amended from time to time, but still is enforced. Under this law counties
may be established and county boundaries may be changed through a process which requires filing
a petition for the purpose ofholding an election upon the counties concerned. If the procedure
has been followed and there is a legal majority in the election, the governor will proclaim the
consolidation or boundary change. Since the law was established, only seven new counties were
organized, and only one since 1910. Lake of the Woods County, formed in 1922 from a portion
of Beltrami County, was the last to be added to the list. While some county changes may still be
desired, (particularly in cases where counties are large or irregular shape and/or many people are
remote from the county seat), there have been few serious attempts to adjust county boundaries in
Minnesota. 8

Today, the total area of Minnesota is 86,943 square miles and is divided into 87 counties. There
are great variations in the size ofthe counties and the southern counties tend to be smaller than
the northern counties. The smallest county is Ramsey, with 155 square miles, which is 1140th of
the size of the largest county, St. Louis, which is approximately 6,092 square miles. The

Anderson, W. & Lehman, B. (1927). An outline of county ~Qyemment in Mjnnesota,
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
6

7 Article

II, sec. I.

8 Anderson,

W, & Lehman, B, 1-20.

5

population density is also much more concentrated in the southern regions. (Refer to table on
Minnesota County Population and Sizes in Appendix l).

The Creation of New Counties in Minnesota
During the initial three decades of Minnesota's statehood, the Legislature found it necessary to
enact a new law for the creation of new counties.. Such special legislation was originally
prohibited untill892. The legislation procedure (summarized):

6

The boundaries of counties may be changed by taking territory from a county and
attaching it to an adjoining county and new counties may be established out of
territory or more existing counties. A new county shall contain at least 400 square
miles have at least 2,000 ~abitants and have a market value of at least 17 million
dollars. An existing county shall not be reduced by an area below 400 square miles,
have less than 2,000 inhabitants and market value ofless than 17 million dollars. 9
A petition must be signed by at least one-fourth ofthose voting in the county at the last preceding
election. If the petition is for a change ofboundaries, it must contain a description of the territory
to be taken, the name of the county from which the new county is to be detached, and the county
to which the territory will be attached. It is speculated that if any new counties an~ created in
Minnesota, they will most likely come into existence from the large northern counties. But even
this seems unlikely. The largest county in Minnesota, St. Louis, (which is actually larger than four
states: Hawaii, Connecticut, Delaware, and Rhode Island), has been considering issues related to
dividing into two smaller counties on and off for over 100 years. The latest attempt, occurring in
1996 to reopen the study of dividing S1. Louis County, has some support, though many feel it
would be much more effective to continue pursUing intergovernmental cooperation as a means of
improving setvice efficiencies. 10 The rationale for dividing large counties into two or more
smaller counties is no longer as compelling as it once was. The transportation difficulties, which
originally made smaller counties a necessity, are no longer a problem with improved roads and
automobiles. Further, the evolution in electronic technology and telecommunications is reducing
and minimizing the necessity for residents to travel to the county seat to conduct official county
business.

Traditional Processes for Changing or Establishing Government Boundaries in the U.S.
Having summarized the evolution of county governments in the U.S. and in Minnesota, it is also
important to understand the methods for changing and establishing governmental boundaries
locally and nationally. Four general methods exist: (1) the creation of special districts,
(2) annexation, (3) consolidation/merger, and (4) joint powers agreements.

1. Special Districts: Creating special districts does not necessarily remove territory from existing
local units. Special districts can overlie county or municipal units, and they often create an
additional tax base. Creating special districts allows counties a means to overcome strict financial
limits. Special districts provide counties which cannot finance or perform needed setvices with
alternative funds.
2. Annexation: Annexation laws vary drastically among the states. In states where annexation is
relatively easy, the municipality can add territory at will. In Minnesota, where the laws are more

9

General Statutes. Chapter 370.

to

Editorial. (1996, May 23). Study of county split OK Duluth News Tribune.
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constraining than states such as Nebraska, the landowners or townspeople have veto power. In
many states, annexation must be authorized by special state legislation, though in Minnesota it
may be ordered by the Minnesota Municipal Board.
3. Consolidation or Merger: Incorporated territory cannot be annexed. A merger is the
alternative procedure that must be followed if existing local governments are to be enlarged. This
process requires the approval of the concurrent majorities in each of the units to be adjoined.
Such majorities are hard to come by especially if the state is completely incorporated.
4. Joint Powers Agreements: This type oflegislation allows any local unit to work with other
jurisdictions by mutual agreement. Such an agreement can foster interstate cooperation with units
, of state and federal government. Most states have counties that are empowered to provide urban
set;'ices and to finance those services through special taxing areas under the jurisdiction of county
government. 11

Counties As Local Governments
Counties have been undergoing change in response to the demands of residents living within
expanding metropolitan areas. It w~uld also be accurate to say that counties in Minnesota and
throughout the country have assumed expanded agendas. From May 1985 to May 1986, Barbara
P. Greene from the National Association of Counties surveyed 3,000 counties with regard to their
structure, administrative capacity, and fiscal viability. Survey responses indicate that counties
generally are no longer just an administrative arm of the state. They have evolved from
administrators to de1egators of rural government functions. As cities increase in population,
counties are also expanding their roles.
Some ofthe most important policy concerns listed by county officials include:

1. Public safety planning
2. Financial management '
3. Land-Use planning and zoning
4. Transportation - roads and bridges
The major pro,hlems facing county officials appear to be in functional areas in which the majority
of the respondent counties operate. Activities performed by other government sectors were not
,considered major concerns.

11 Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations. (1992). Local boundary
commissions status and roles in fonning, adiusting and dissolving local government boundaries.
Washington D.C.:Author.
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Counties have a dual role. Traditionally they have subdivided states into manageable regions,
delivering the services that state government wanted localized. Decisions of governing such
functions were determined primarily by the state rather than through the local political process.
The legal authority of the state over the counties makes the relationship especially significant.
The state is not limited by the federal constitution and could technically have the power to control
counties even to the extent of abolishing or creating new counties. Individual states determine the
form(s) of county government. Ramsey County for example, is the only county in Minnesota
which has a provision for charter home rule. States playa major role in supporting county
governments. States have the permission to prohibit counties from levying certain taxes and
counties are limited in the amount of revenue they can collect. For the reasons mentioned above,
it will be important for us to consider county-state relations when examining individual county
gov,ernment operations.

Historic Obstacles to County Consolidation
The cost oflocal government has been a major concern nationwide since the tum ofthe century
when per capita costs tripled in two decades. One method suggested to reduce costs was to
reduce the number of governmental units, particularly local units. Thus, county consolidation has
been proposed as a possible means of cost reduction. Although this has been widely advocated, it
has proven to be one of most difficult processes to implement. With the exception of counties in
Georgia, most county lines in other states have remained intact. 12
County boundaries were established in a horse and buggy age. These boundaries conformed to
what was logical and convenient for administration before the changes in transportation and
communication technology. However, there is an obvious gulfbetween the conceptional rationale
that would tend to favor county consolidation and the social and political aversion to these
proposals. Counties and townships appear to be traditional instruments of government with
precedent behind them Historically, unlike cities, county government has undergone few changes
in its structure, but there has been a rapid change in the basis of support for county government
and increasing its functions.
County consolidation has been urged time and again by government officials and unofficial
commissions. In 1926, Alfred Smith proposed a plan to reorganize the state government ofNew
York including the consolidation of existing counties. Five years later, Governor Roosevelt
advocated a series of amendments to the constitution of New York to authorize consolidation.
The legislature declined to approve the amendments.

Bergman, D. (Ed.). (1993). COWlty government in an era of change. WestpOJ;t, CT:
Greenwood Press. 3.
12

9

Following New York's attempt at consolidation in 193 1, Governors in Michigan, North Carolina,
Indiana, and Mississippi recommended various forms of consolidation to their state legislators.
The recurring theme in all oftheir arguments was the changes in transportation and
communications, as well as forecasts of improved efficiency by reducing the number of counties
within the state. In genera~ however, most county officials ~d, and continue to, rally against a
complete loss of identity. Furthermore, financially secure well-to do counties are not likely to
support mergers with less secure counties.
The issue of dividing a county into a new county has recently surfaced in Michigan. Wayne
County residents are debating whether Qr not to create two additional counties out ofthe current
County ofWayne. If the county were divided, two new counties would be created: Erie and
Newburgh Counties. The city of Detroit, located in Wayne County, is at the heart ofthe issue for
residents of suburban Wayne County. The concern for suburban county residents is the increased
case load that has been placed on the Wayne County Circuit Courts due to the elimination of the
Detroit Recorder's Court. It has been suggested that civil and criminal trials will now be backed
up for one to three years.
Residents of Wayne County also feel that the tax burden is unevenly distn'buted in the countY.
The Wayne County Reorganization Effort opines that, ''In the southern half of Wayne County,
approximately 23% ofWayne County's taxes are collected. In the western part ofthe county,
approximately 45% of Wayne CountY's taxes are collected. In the cities of Detroit, Hamtramck
and Highland Park, approximately 24% are collected. Finally, in the northeast section ofWayne
County, 8% of the taxes are collected."
Suburban Wayne County residents also feel that they are under represented in county government.
The Wayne County Commission is composed of 15 members. Nine ofthese members represent
Detroit, three represent western Wayne County, and the other three represent southern Wayne
County. Many ofthe residents ofthe suburban portions ofWayne County feel that the board is
only concerned about issues which are closely related to Detroit (i. e. like building sports
stadiums) rather than issues affecting other areas ofthe county, such as landfills.
County residents outside ofthe city of Detroit believe that by creating the new counties, a number
ofthese problems could be addressed or eliminated. The Patriots for Erie COlmty (who support
the boundary changes initiative) are in the process of conducting a petition drive to change the
State Constitution Boundaries Act, which allows for county boundary changes. They want to
lower·the number of signatures needed to change the county boundaries from 247,000 signatures
to 10,000, or 10% of the residents ofthe affected county or counties. Through this effort, they
hope to make it easier for Wayne County to be reapportioned, and for other counties with smaller
populations to join together to cut governmental costs.

Successful Consolidation Efforts
Before discussing the POSSl'bility of consolidation today, it is important to briefly look at the two
successful county-county consolidations in Tennessee and Georgia. Similar to Minnesota,

10

Georgia and Tennessee's counties derive their powers from their state constitutions and statues.
Both have commissioner forms of county government.
Tennessee
The annexation of James County to Hamilton County took place in 1919. It was the merger ofa
poor county with relatively affluent one. This consolidation was established through a unilateral
agreement and Hamilton County, which contained the prosperous city of Chattanooga, was
forced to accept the agreement. The local referendum only took place in James County (the less
economically viable county). The procedure while highly unusual was supported by the
legislature to assist James County in reducing its tax rates and to encourage industrial expansion.
The act required all county officials of James County to transfer their records and funds to like
officials in the other county. When James County consolidated, it had very little public
infrastructure and a heavy tax burden which jointly discouraged industrial expansion. After the
consolidation, taxes were reduced and there was an improvement in public infr~structure. It is
estimated that James County residents reduced the costs of government by 15 to 30 percent
through consolidation. After this annexation, many other counties attempted to consolidate, but
counties failed to get legislative authorization. 13
Georgia
Georgia had 160 counties in 1930. A review of Georgia's tax system in 1930 revealed the need for
county consolidation. Under the guidance ofthe Georgia Tax Association, consolidation efforts
gained support from the newspapers. In 1929, the legislature provided that Campbell Cmmty
might consolidate with Fulton County (which adjoins the city of Atlanta) with a two- thirds
majority vote in Campbell County and a simple majority vote in Fulton County. Two years later,
Milton County was permitted to merge with Fulton County. Favorable votes allowed this tricounty consolidation. While the financial benefits were not as great as in Tennessee, there were
benefits for the taxpayers in the form of improvements in health, welfare, road and other
services. 14

Modern County Government Today
There has been, a national trend, especially in rural counties, for cooperation, coordination, and
collaboration. C'ounties in most states have made a notable effort at joint ventures with their
municipalities. There have been several recent consolidations in rural areas that have been
facilitated by state action. For example, in Montana the state's new constitution allows local
governments the opportunity to consolidate. Two cities and counties, the city ofAnaconda and

Bromage, A W. (1933). American county government. New York: Sears Publishing
Company Inc., 204-225.
13

14

Bromage, AW. 219-221.
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Deer Lodge County and the city of Butte and Silverbow County, consolidated to conserve fiscal
resources and manage more efficiently. 15 Currently residents of the city of Miami are undertaking
a petition drive to eliminate the city of Miami by merging it with Dade County. Some other
examples of other city-county consolidations include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Virginia Beach-Princess Anne County, Virginia 1962
South Norfolk-Norfolk County, Virginia 1962
Jacksonville-Duval County, Florida 1967
Sitka-Greater Sitka Borough, Alaska 1971

Since the 1930's there have been few proposals for county-county consolidation, most
improvements have either focused on fimctional consolidations or city-county consolidation.
Consolidation in Iowa?

In Iowa there has been transient supp.~rt for county consolidation. The Governor's Committee on
Government Spending Reform in 1991 considered consolidation ofIowa's counties as one
possible refonn. However, the Iowa State Association of Counties (ISAC) is firmly against the
redrawing of county lines. Paul Coates, former Executive Director of ISAC, argues that school
aid, entitlement programs, and regents institutions consists of 73 % of annual state general fimd
expenditures. The argument follows that even after consolidation there will be the same amount of
school children, Medicare recipients etc. He also argues that county boundaries are not relics
from the horse and buggy era. Rather, Iowa counties were formed in order to allow access to the
government. If anything, county governments are more important today than ever before.
Already Iowa counties are burdened by 190 separate duties which the Iowa code details; it would
be unfair to ask them to reduce their government. County officials are already forced to operate
on a tight budget. They are constantly trying to provide more services with less money.
Similar to Minnesota, Iowa's Constitution requires that consolidation be approved by voters in
each affected county. The evidence from states throughout the past few decades is that the
citizen's oppose consolidation because it means a loss oflocal pride. Changes in political
boundaries upsets the continuity oftheir lives. 16
County consolidation has created a rural-urban division in I<:>wa. It is argued that urban leaders
look at the declining population in rural communities and the higher state aid per capita in rural
counties and assume that this trend is related to efficiency issues. Urban and rural counties both
feel the leakages are benefiting the other area. Opponents of county consolidations'contend that
forcing consolidation is a sure way to guarantee failure in trying to create better results. They
suggest that proposals for boundary consolidation overlook the 1,700 agreements for joint service
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delivery that the Iowa local units have. 17 Many feel that consolidating services makes more
economic sense, so that two adjacent counties are not duplicating services.

In 1993, the Iowa Governor's Commission·on Spending Reform estimated that "consolidating 99
counties into 14-30 sub-state units of government would generate $27 million to $34 million in
savings." 18 However, these figures have received much criticism by economists since the
commission simply assumed the elimination of 69-85 counties and their respective officials and
employees and totaled the resulting reduction in salaries and benefits. It is unrealistic to assume
that the work done previously by 1,353 local officials could be done with as few as 90 county
officials without an increase in staff or pay.
Alternative studies by the Iowa Association of Counties indicate that only about 15 ofIowa's
counties would likely achieve significant cost savings through consolidation. Even then, local
residents might be willing to pay $20-$30 more to retain local services, contro~ and
accountability. Opponents of geographical consolidation propose that it makes more economic
sense to first attempt to restructure int~rna1ly or to encourage pl~vatization.

Problems with Consolidation
Opposition to consolidation is also grounded in ideological roots. Small government units are the
focal point of Jeffersonian-democratic philosophy. Small governments have always been believed
to be more democratic than larger bureaucratic units. Fragmentation leads to greater efficiency if
localities compete with one another for clients, and it is more democratic because citizens can
more easily express their concerns. In comparison, consolidation seems to reduce the vanability
in service combinations. Hence, the outcome is less democratic and possibly less efficient. The
critics also contend that benefits from consolidation are mostly theoretical. For example, the
start-up costs of a new government would entail equalizing the services throughout an enlarged
area and the costs would need to be absorbed by the consolidation process. Salaries and wages of
the employees of consolidating counties would also have to be equalized, and this may partially
offset any efficiencies created. It is realistic to assume that any attempt to equalize salaries and
wages will establish a salary and wage scale that more closely resembles the salaries and wages of
the county with the most generous compensation schedules.
Reformers have argued that consolidation will reduce interm,etropolitan conflicts and hence
decrease inequities of services. In contrast, proponents of fragmentation have argued that power
struggles will continue to exists even among merged units. Typical consolidation in the past has
involved consolidating a declining region with a more prosperous one. Businesses, for the most
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part, have supported consolidation efforts for a varying degree of goals from job creation and
public relations to community boosterism Many consolidation leaders feel that a merger is an
opportunity to bring economic benefits to the community.
Economic development can be a double-edged sword for consolidation efforts. Studies indicate
that indi;viduals most opposed to consolidation generally think growth or expansion will i-uin the
quality of life. In contrast, for individuals who feel that government must expand the rate of
economic development, consolidation may represent a mechanism for spurring a better quality of
life.
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The previous chapter discussed the development of counties both within the United States and in
Minnesota. This chapter will seek to explain county government structures and roles also within
the United States and Minnesota, as well as the major service areas of Minnesota c01mties.
Organization of Current U.S. Counties
Throughout the United States, county governments have taken on a variety offorms. States have
chosen diverse ways of designing and maintaining their county governments. In general, three
basic forms of county government exist: the commission form, the commission-administrator
form, and the council-executive fo~ Many variations lie within these frameworks, from the
structure of the board, the power of the board of commissioners, and the role ofthe county
administrator, coordinator or executive.
The most popular form of county government in the United States is the commission form under
which an elected county board of commissioners (it may also be known as a board of supervisors
or a county council) has legislative authority to enact ordinances, levy various taxes and fees, and
adopt budgets. The board may also has an executive and/or administrative staff to administer
loca~ state, and federal policies, appoint county employees, and supervise road and bridge
maintenance, etc. The size of the board generally varies from three to seven members, (though it
may have as many as 24 members), most often depending on the population and size of the
county. In many instances, much ofthe administrative authority is vested in independently elected
constitutional officers, (also known as row officers), which may include the sher~ treasurer,
coroner, prosecutor, county clerk, clerk of courts, auditor, and assessor.
The county commission form is not to be confused with the city commission form. City
commissioners serve individually as heads ofthe city's administrative departments; therefore, they
serve not only as board members, but also as department heads, unlike county commissioners.
City commissioners have administrative, legislative, and ex~cutive functions. And, ". . . there is a
mayor who has no powers beyond those ofthe other commissioners except to perform the
ceremonial duties for the city and preside over council meetings. ,,1
A form of county government which varies slightly from the colllIilission form is the commissionadministrator form. This form consists of an elected county council, board, or commission, which
then appoints a manager, chief administrative officer, county executive, or a county administrative

8Adrian, C. R (1976). State and Local Goyernments. New York: McGraw-Hill. 188.
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assistant to supervise and aid in the administration ofvarious county programs. This administrator
is formally accountable to the governing board or legislative body. The power of the
administrator is dependent upon the legal and board given powers.
The least common of the three forms is the council executive form, in which a county executive is
either independently elected by the people or is a commissioner elected by the commission itself to
perform specific executive functions. The position of executive is similar to the mayor. The
county board or commission retains its legislative powers, but the county executive may have the
authority to veto ordinances enacted by the commission, while at the same time, the commission
has the power to ovenide the veto.
Before discussing the function of county government further, it is important to understand the
role and duties of row officers since they exist in some capacity in most counties. ''The term 'row
officer' comes from their appearance in a row on organizational charts or election ballots and the
relative autonomy of each office from the central board."2 The autonomy of row officers stems
from their legal status and accountability to the electorate. Quite often, row officers such as the
sherl:fl: county clerk, auditor, treasurer, and court clerk are provided for in the state constitution.
They are either elected by voters, appointed by the county board, or selected through a merit
process.

The Broadening Role of the County
County goveinment has often been the forgotten form of government, despite being the most
encompassing level of local government, able to address a wide variety of issues and concerns.
Early in American history, the county acted only as an administrative arm ofthe state, and held
only those powers expressly granted by state constitutions and laws. In an Iowa Supreme Court
case, the limited autonomy of counties was upheld by the presiding judge, John F. Dillon, the
ruling becoming widely known as the Dillon Rule. 3 "The rule states that municipal corporations
[including counties] have only those powers 'granted in express words; (or) necessarily implied in,
or incident to, the powers expressly granted. ,,.. Only toward the second half ofthe twentieth .
century has the role of counties expanded as constituent needs change, greater efficiency is

2Jeffery, D., Salant, T., & Boroshok, A..(1989) County government structure: A state
by state r~ort. Washington, D.C.: National Association of Counties.
3Duncombe, H S. (1977). Modem county aovemment. Washington, D.C.: National
Association of Counties. 11-12.
ofMinnesota CoUnties. (1975, January). Minnesota county government: An
introductory manual. St. Paul, MN: Author, 10.
4Asso ciation
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demanded, and the county's importance in intergovernmental systems increas
es. Today there are
four roles the county tends to serve in varying capacities: 5
1. Admipistrative Arm of the State - Counties in this capacity have traditio
nally carried
out services mandated by the state which are beyond the control of the county
. Counties
are mandated to provide the service in a fairly specific manner; they are not
allowed much
autonomy to determine how the service is to be administered. Services for
the needy,
such as income maintenance programs, are perhaps the most demanding of
all state
mandates because the service must be carried out according to specific criteria
.

2. Traditional Government - These functions are also (constitutionally) manda
ted by the
state, and are generally performed by the elected constitutional officers. Counti
es
generally have more discretion in the level of services provided here than in
their role as an
administrative arm of the state. Counties are required to offer the services,
but are
allowed greater discretion in determining how to deliver the service. Servic
es included
under
this role are assessor, treasurer, law enforcement for unincorporated areas,
county
hospitals, the superior court, and road construction and maintenance. Counti
es may
occasionally share services such as county hospitals under this role, as it may
be more
feasible
for two or three counties to share a hospital rather than each county mainta
ining its own.
3. Local Government - These functions can be divided into three areas: munici
pal-type
services in unincorporated areas such as planning and zoning, libraries, parks
and
recreation; joint services provided between cities and towns (or services provid
ed for
cities and towns by counties) through intergovernmental agreements; and
responses to
constituents by elected officials. For example, many small towns will contra
ct with the
county to provide police protection for them, rather than having their own
police
department.
4. Regional Government - This is quite possibly the fastest growing role
for counties.
Most often, these functions are environmental or quality of life issues that
address longrange problems. Under this role, counties perform such functions as transpo
rtation, air
quality contro~ and conservation. Rural and medium size counties often fulfill
this role
through landfill siting, growth management, and economic development. Under
this foI11l,
counties' often become the dominant government in the region. Minnesota
counties
uniformly fulfill this role through their compliance with the Wetland Conse
rvation Act,
under which counties and other local governments are responsible for regulat
ing projects
designed to drain or .till wetlands. 6
Salant, T. 1. (1991, Winter). County governments: An overview. Intergo
vernmental
Per~ectives. 16 (1), 5-9.
5

6Association ofMinnesota Counties. (1995). Wetlapd protection & draina~e
mana~ement
St. Pa~ MN: Author.
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Home Rule and Charters

County governments not only play varying roles, they also have varying levels of autonomy from
the state. Much of this autonomy, or lack thereot: st.ems from the presence or absence of county
home rule. Home rule is a set of reforms which gives authority to counties over certain local
matters. Home rule was originally established to combat corruption and incompetence earlier this
century; today it most often serves to create more effective and efficient governments. Home rule
powers are manifested in either charter government or optional governmental forms. A charter
can be· defined as a county's "little constitution.,,7 It provides a county with broad authority in the
areas of structure, function, and fiscal issues. The optional forms is more limiting than a charter,
providing only structural authority. Optional forms allow counties the freedom to establish boards
ofvarying sizes and purposes and to choose alternative organizational structures for county
gov,ernance; Charter or optional forms can be established only through the state constitutional
amendments or by statute.
As mentioned previously, home rule authority allows local governments greater autonomy to
make structural, functional, or fiscal changes. In genera~ counties with structural authority have
adopted the option ofusing either an elected or appointed executive. Counties have also chosen
to vary the number ofboard memb~rs and to change the means of electing the board. In
Colorado, for example, counties have the authority to abolish, appoint, or elect row officers, but
have limited flexibility regarding functional and fiscal powers.
Other states have allowed counties functional authority and/or fiscal authority. Functional
authority affords counties the power to provide necessary services through agreements with other
governmental entities. Functional authority also gives counties the ability to be more flexible in the
way services are provided thus allowing for greater efficiency and quality. Fiscal authority
provides counties with the jurisdiction to adjust revenues and expenditures to ensure budget
stability. Counties may also be allowed greater taxing authority, allowed to charge user fees, or to
issue general obligation and/or revenue bonds.
Many state constitutions grant the authority for counties to have one or all ofthe powers ofhome
rule. For example, Michigan has granted counties the power to change the governmental
structure, and to vary the size ofthe board (depending on the population of the county), as well as
levy taxes, with the exception ofproperty taxes. South Dakota granted charter power in all three
areas to its counties. The Minnesota Legislature has implemented the 1958 constitutional
.amendment for charter home rule in relation to counties only once, granting home rule to Ramsey
County in 1987 (see Appendix, M.S. 383A551-383A556). However, the legislature did adopt
the Optional Forms Act (375AOI-375A 13 - see Appendix) in 1973 and expanded upon it in

7Government Research Institute. (1980). ReQrganizing our counties. Cleveland, OH:
Author, 97.
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1986, which has become the primary method for county structural change within the state. This
act allows counties the authority to adopt several structural alternatives. In a portion of Tanis 1.
Salant's book, County Home Rule: Perspectives for Decision Making, she writes regarding
Minnesota and the Optional Forms ActS,
All 87 counties have authority to adopt several structural alternatives,
including changing the board size to three, five, seven or nine members;
appointing the auditor, treasurer, register and sheriff; and consolidating the
offices of auditor and treasurer. They may also choose from one of the
folloWing organizational plans: executive, at-large chairman, county
manager, county administrator, or county auditor-administrator. Two
counties have expanded their boards and three 4ave consolidated the
auditor and treasurer positions. Eight have held referenda on the
appointment of constitutional officers and failed; eight have attempted to
adopt the executive plan and failed; three have failed to change to the
county adininistrator plan and one failed to adopt the at-large chairman
plan. Thirty-six counties have a "county coordinator." Statutory optional
forms has been ''virtually unused" because it has to go to referendum
Comments one official, most referenda are defeated because the electorate
won't ''mess with row officers." Larger counties rely on specia11egislation
to avoid referenda.
Since Salant wrote this, some of the numbers have changed. For mstance, 31 counties have
county coordinators and 30 have combined the positions of county auditor and treasurer into one
position. Clearly, Minnesota counties have taken advantage ofthe opportunity to look for ways to
provide more efficient services.
Two Examples of Couilty Governments and Their Functions: Arizona and Iowa
Many states, despite their seemingly similar sizes and populations, maintain different county
government systems. Minnesota and Arizona are two such states. Minnesota has a population of
4,517,000, an area of 86,943 square miles, 87 counties, and two cities with populations over
100,000. Arizona has a population of3,936,000, an area (larger than Minnesota) of 114,006
square miles, 15 counties, and six cities with a population over 100,000 (see Appendix 1).
Why the stark contrast in the number of counties? First it is important to look at the dynamics of
the Arizona county.
Arizona's counties derive their power ''from four provisions of the state constitution which
provide for the creation of counties and their officers while empowering the legislature to choose

8
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the mission of the counties. ,>9 The county government structure is based upon the commission
form in which a three to five member board of supervisors perform the functions of a county chief
executive officer in a limited capacity. Arizona counties have no elected chief executive officers;
rather, much of the counties' business is distributed among seven other elected county officials,
known as row officers, who serve as coequals to the board. Row officers are the sherlff: the
county attorney, recorder, treasurer, assessor, superintendent of schools (who oversees district
superintendents), and clerk ofthe superior court. The board of supervisors has no legal authority
over row officers, except for budget review and appropriations.
Arizona counties also have limited powers. Counties are directed by the state to fund and
administer the typical array of services. They do not have the right to provide services other than
those mandated or authorized by the state. Nor do counties have the option ofhome rule or
charter authority, but they do have considerable authority for establishing departments and
intergovernmental agreements to meet the needs of county constituencies. County ordinance
authority has been expanded, and the board of supervisors size may vary from three to five
members.
Arizona's counties operate under basically the same mandates as other counties in the United
States with regard to uniform service provisions such as human services, income maintenance
programs, the judicial system, streets' and highways, and education. The state often retains for
public health services, but the counties may be called upon when the state can not provide' a full
range of services. Arizona counties have little control over income maintenance programs (ie.,
welfare) which are primarily state run, as in most other states.
Arizona's counties do share some services amongst themselves. Several counties, for example,
have consolidated efforts to provide jails through intergovernmental agreements. Jails in one
county may be overcrowded, while in another may frequently have vacant cell space, so an
agreement is implemented to jail one county's jail population in another county's jail facility(ies).
Juvenile detention facilities are often shared amongst counties also. Landfills are another source of
cooperation. Counties that maintain waste disposal facilities near the border of another county
often share that landfill with their neighbors as needed. 10
Arizona which has only fifteen counties, feels little need to increase the number of cOlmties. This
is due in large P,art because 73 percent ofArizona's land is federally owned, much of this in the
form of Indian Reservations. In 1993 there was discussion regarding the possibility of dividing
Maricopa County into two counties. (The western portion ofthe county is more urban as it
contains the city ofPhoenix, while the East Valley tends to be more rural.) Separatists felt that the

9Jeffery, B. R., Salant, T. 1., & Boroshok, A. L. 1989. 26.
Stephens, A, Executive Director, Arizona Association of Counties. (1995, December
12). Telephone Interview.
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East Valley area of the county was paying for benefits that were received largely by those in the
western portion of the county. Separatists' principal grievance was the disparities in freeway
construction between the West Valley and the East Valley in Maricopa County. A sales tax was
approved in 1985 to raise funds for freeway construction, and the East Valley, through this tax,
contributed an estimated $1 billion, but virtually all of the freeway construction has been in the
West Valley. Separatists were also disturbed about the disparities between what they pay for the
services granted by the county and the services they receive especially in the areas ofhealth, law
enforcement, judicial, and library services.
Despite arguments and efforts to create two counties, it was found to be unwieldy to divide the
county due to budgetary complications. If the county were to split, the two counties together in
1993 "would have fallen $53 million short of the operating revenues they needed because of the
need to duplicate many functions. ,,11 Also, had the county split. the East Valley residents would
have lost the largest source of tax revenue, the Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Plant,.
Another state of interest is Iowa. Iowa has a population (2,814,000) about half that ofMinnesota,
an area smaller than Minnesota (56,276 square miles), the same number of cites with populations
over 100~000 (2), and more counties (99). So, conversely from Arizona, one is led to question if
Minnesota should perhaps have more counties. Again, before addressing this question, it is
important to understand how the counties in Iowa operate.
Iowa counties derive their power in much the same way as in other states - from the state
constitution and from legislation passed by the general assembly. These establish the legal
framework for Iowa county governments and list the powers and duties ofthe county governing
bodies. Iowa counties also function under the commission form of government, with a three to
five-member elected board of supervisors, an elected county auditor, recorder, treasurer, and
sheriff. The board serves as the governing body with all executive and administrative powers.
Unlike Arizona counties though, Iowa counties have constitutional home rule. This reversed the
Dillon Rule, since counties may now pass legislation without authorization from the state. On July
1, 1988, a law became effective (see Appendix C, Iowa Code 331.231-331.263) which provided
"...the mechanism for establishing a county charter commission and for adopting five optional
county government structures: Board-Elected Executive, Board-Manager, Charter, City-County
Consolidation, and County-County Consolidation. ,,12 To consolidate counties, a proposal must be
placed· on a ballot by a joint report ofboth counties. County-county and city-county consolidated
. governments have home rule power and authority provided it is not inconsistent with state laws.

Sommer, A. (1993, December 3). New county remains possibility; legislation
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Tempe Community, p. 1.
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This allows jurisdictions to determine their local affairs and government structure; however, they
do not have the power to levy fees and tax unless explicitly sanctioned by the general assembly.
It is apparent by viewing a map ofIowa counties (see Appendix I) that they are all approximately

the same size. These proportions stem from the days of the horse and buggy, when cOW1ties were
set up to have borders with equal distances from the county seat. Of course, some have
questioned whether it is still practical or reasonable to now combine counties based upon the ease
of reaching the courthouse (located in the center of the county) with modem day vehicles.
Therefore, according to the Executive Director of the Iowa State Association of Counties,
however, changing the county boundaries would disrupt the sense of community, especially in
rural.areas. 13
Minnesota County Government Structures
Given the previous information, one may question whether Minnesota's 87 counties are able to
provide an adequate level of service, or if Minnesota should model itself more after either
Arizona, or Iowa. The per capita costs of many services are considerably higher in rural counties
than they are in urban counties,14 which leads one to ask why the difference, and what 90uld
potentially be ,done to reduce the level of expenditures of rural counties.
Minnesota's 87 counties derive their power from the state constitution and statutes which
establish the legal framework for county government, and which list the powers and duties ofthe
county governing bodies. The organization of Minnesota counties is based on the commissioner
form with a small elected board ofthree to five members. However, some urban and suburban
counties, and one county with a very large geographical area, have boards of seven members.
The counties with seven member boards are Anoka, Dakota, Hennepin, Olmsted, Ramsey, and St.
Louis.
County commissioners are elected officials with the authority to oversee county activities, the
duty to ensure that constituent needs are met, that the county is meeting its federal and state
requirements, and that county operations run smoothly. County commissioners have
administrative, financial, and legislative duties. Various administrative duties include establishing
policies and procedures for central administration and for county departments to meet county
goals, coordinating the activities of the county board, centr~ administration and county
departments with those of the independently elected officers, including auditor, treasurer,
recorder, attorney and sherUI: and managing the county personnel system Other administrative
13 Peterson, B., Executive Director. (1995, December 14). Telephone Interview. Iowa
State Association of Counties.
14 Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 7). 1990 per capita spending of
Minnesota's counties. St. Paul, MN: Author, I.
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duties include overseeing the procedure for the acquisition of equipment and supplies for use by
the county, appointing county representatives to other governmental entities, such as watershed
districts and library boards, and reviewing the effectiveness of county services and programs.
Personnel and human resource management and compensation duties are quite encompassing.
County boards must authorize the number of county employees, establish their salaries and
conditions of employment, approve the employee benefit schedule, negotiate and approve labor
agreements, supervise appointed county department heads, participate in and approve the
recruitment of all county employees, and implement the county pay equitY plan and affirmative
action/equal opportunity plans.

In terms of taxation and finance, county boards maintain great responsibility for the county
budget. They must review, adjust, and adopt the annual county budget and programs as presented
by the central administration or county departments. They must also authorize the levy and
collection of county-wide property taxes, serve as a board of equalization of disputes regarding
appraised property values for taxing pu..poses, and authorize the application for funds and
authorization of receipt of funds from the federal and state government, as well as authorize their
use within the county budget. County boards also playa major role in maintaining the economic
welfare ofthe county through their adoption and participation in the implementation offiscal
management policies for the county in areas such as investments, reserve policy, short-term
borrowing, and use of bonds and risk management/insurance. They look to the future economic
health ofthe county through their development and adoption of a capital improvement
program/budget which covers major county expenditures over a series ofyears. Finally, they
perform the standard duties of monitoring the overall fiscal health of the county through regular
reports of the auditor, treasurer, and finance departments, and approving the payment ofbills for
expenses incurred by the county.
County boards also maintain the responsibility for adopting ordinances as needed for the
enforcement of county-wide actions, ratifYing, modifYing, or denying the actions of commissions
and boards which are advisory to the county board, passing resolutions relating to county
concerns, and approving county participation in joint powers agreements with other governmental
units. County boards also communicate county actions and concerns to the general public through
school groups, business groups, civic organizations, the press, and other public forums. They have
the obligation ofparticipating in both district and statewide meetings of the Association of
Minnesota Counties (AMC), including the annual meeting and the legislative conference,
participating in the activities ofthe National Association of Counties (NACO), and attending
conferences, meetings, trainings and other education programs, as approved by the board, which
relate to county activities. County boards also pelform other duties and responsibilities as
determined by the federal government, state legislature, and the governor.
While every county maintains a board of commissioners with essentially uniform duties, the
operation ofthe executive leadership position varies. Eighteen counties have established the
position of county administrator (or, as in the case of Ramsey County, the position of executive
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director)~ The county administrator is tin charge of the daily management of county affairs. He or
she selVes at the pleasure ofthe county board. The administrator is responsible for the formation
and implementation of the county budget, including a long range capital expenditure plan, and
serves as the purchasing agent for the county. In some instances, the county administrator may be
responsible for the supervision of all county institutions and agencies, and of non-elected,
department heads.

lbirty-one counties maintain the position of county coordinator, which is very similar to the
county administrator with the exception that the coordinator generally does not have a
supervisory role over either elected or appointed county department heads. As with the county
administrator, the position is appointed, not elected. At the discretion of the county board the
county coordinator may submit an annual budget to the county board and manage all affairs of the
county which the county board has delegated to the position.
Nine counties utiliz~ the auditor-administrator form of government which creates an elected
county auditor who also serves as the county anmmimrator and assu.mes the du.ties ofboth
positions, as prescribed by law. The remaining twenty-nine counties generally assign central
administrative tasks to a department head within the county, quite often the county auditor. In
these counties, no central administrative plan has been adopted; rather, the duties of central
administration fall to the office that has the most contact with the county board. Two ofthe
twenty-nine counties have a position entitled "secretary to the board." The secretary has the
duties of central administration, but does not have the duties of budget preparation, nor does the
secretary seIVe in any supervisory position. IS

Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). County government structure. St. Paul,
MN: Author.
IS
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Minnesota. County Revenues
Throughout the United States, revenues to pay for the cost of county government activities comes
largely from property taxes, and state/federal grants. Minnesota is no exception. As indicated in
the chart below, property taxes are the principal source of revenue for Minnesota's counties.
Most counties receive 30 to 50 percent of their revenues from property taxes.

FiJul'le 1:

1994 MblnesetA County Revenuell

State and federal aids and grants make up the second and third· largest revenue sources for
counties, respectively. These grants are generally used to assist in providing mandated programs
and services. However, for many U.S. counties, quite often the grants are not large enough to
cover the total costs ofthe program, and counties end up having to supplement the state and
federal revenues with money from property taxes. Over the past 20 years, money from the federal
government to counties has decreased substantially. In 1978, federal funds accounted for 25% of
all state and local expenditures in Minnesota; by 1983 only 20% of state and local expenditures
were financed through federal funds. During this same five year period, state and local
governments were assuming more responsibilities.
.
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Finally, counties are allowed to charge fees for various county services such as: "examining the
records for taxes due, serving and filing legal papers in court actions, and renewing licenses. ,,16
Much of the money generated from these fees goes into the county's general revenue fund.
Occasionally, counties collect fees on be,half of the state, such as for gaming and fishing licenses.
Counties are allowed to keep a small portion of these fees.

Minnesota County Expenditures
The responsibilities of Minnesota counties vary between service areas. Quite often, Minnesota
counties carry out mandated state programs over which they have little control. The State
Legislature and Congress often pass legislation which requires local governments (including
counties) to perform specific duties and/or provide specific services, though they may not provide
the necessary funding sufficient to carry out these activities. Examples of such programs include
social service programs, judicial programs, property tax administration, environmental protection
programs, and the recording oflega! documents. The amount spent on various services are shown
below as percentages of the 1994 total county expenditmes of$3, 10 1,840,538. A more detailed
discussion of each category follows the graph.
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Human services (defined as ''those services provided, purchased, or encouraged by the
government which allow persons to overcome or minimize physical, emotional, social, or
economic handicaps and lead more productive lives."17 ) have historically made up the largest
share of county expenditures. In 1994, Minnesota counties spent $1.15 billion on human services,
which comprised 37.3% of county expenditures. Spending on human services did, however,
decrease 1.8% between 1993 and 1994, down $21.1 million, due to cost shifting for human
services from the counties to the state. Human service programs are perhaps the area in which
counties have the least control, for the county functions as an administrative arm ofthe federal
and state government in administering many income maintenance and social service programs.
Such assistance programs included under human services are: general assistance, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children, medical assistance, Supplemental Security Income, and the Food Stamp
Program Social service programs also include family counseling, service to the blind, elderly, and
disabled, legal services, and programs for chemical dependency, among others. However, county
expenditures for some social service programs have decreased substantially due to the takeover of
the programs by th~ state, though the county still incurs the administrative costs of some
programs.
Streets and highways represented the second largest category of spending in 1994. Counties spent
$215 million (16.7% of total expenditures) on streets, down $4.5 million (2.1%) from 1993.
Highway expenditures include maintenance ofhighways, patching, seal coating, snow removal,
construction, bridge repair and construction, and pUrchase and maintenance ofroad maintenance
equipment. Various types of roads within county boundaries are maintained by the county, city,
state or a combination of governments. Minnesota counties maintain more than 45,000 miles of
roads, and more than 19,000 bridges. County roads are roads established, constructed, and
improved under the authority of the county boards and judicial proceedings. Counties are
responsible for county roads as well as County State Aid Highways. County roads are funded and
maintained through the property tax, while County State Aid Highways are funded through state
funds gained from such sources as licensing fees and fuel taxes. The county board of
commissioners has the power to determine overall policies, and to designate routes and road
construction programs in the county. And, "each county is obligated to have a county highway
engineer who must be a registered highway or civil engineer. ,,18
The third largest expenditure for counties in 1994 was general government, which accounted for
15.5% of all county expenditures. Counties spent $418.2 million on general government services
in 1994. This was an increase of$39.9 million (10.5%) from 1993. ''Over one-third ofthe
increase was attributable to Hennepin County, which shifted staff from social services to general

17 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1975, January). Minnesota county government:

An introductory manual. St. Paul, MN: Author, 41.
18 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Transportation. St. Paul, MN: Author.
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government.,,19 General government expenditures are related to the administration of the
governmental unit, and include such functions as "administration of the property tax system,
property assessment, governance and management costs, planning and zoning, the county
attorney and courts, and general purpose county building costs. ,,20
Public safety and correctional services was the fourth largest expenditure in 1994 ($417.4
million). It made up 14.2% of all county expenditures, up $26.8 million (6.9%) over 1993.
Correctional services fall into two categories in Minnesota; the first being services related to the
rehabilitation and supervision of adult and juvenile offenders, and the second being services in
relation to the detention of convicted offenders or persons awaiting court appearances. This
division of services occurs at both the state and local levels. Within these two categories lay the
duties ofthe sherrrt: corrections, traffic safety, the county attorney, building inspections, civil
defense, and other safety related services. 21
Seventy-nine of Minnesota's counties operate their own jails. The other eight, those being Big
Stone, Dodge, Grant, Lake, Red Lake, Renville, Wilkin, and Yellow Medicine, contract with
other counties for jail services. According to the Association of Minnesota Counties, "in most
counties, jails are operated as a function of the County Sheriff's Department. However, three
counties in Northwestern Minnesotil (Polk, Norman, and Red Lake) operate a regionaljail as part
ofthe Community Corrections agency under authority granted by the state Regional Jails Act
(M.S. 641.261 - 641.266)."22 Several counties also operate juvenile correctional institutions,
administer shOlt term facilities for juveniles, or operate "workhouses," as correctional facilities for
adults.
Under the Community Corrections Act (CCA) passed in 1973, counties were given the option to
oversee and regulate all correctional services in their jurisdiction. In return for assuming these
more extensive responsibilities, the state provides a financial subsidy for services provided. The
CCA stipulates that a county or group of counties must have a population of30,OOO to qualify for
the program. Thirty-one counties have entered into agreements with the State Department of
Corrections due to CCA Various programs under CCA ''include prevention and diversion
programs, conditional release programs, community correction centers, and facilities for the

19 Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). Revenues, expenditures, and
.deht ofMinnesota counties. pp. 5.
20 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). County expenditures. St. Paul, MN:
Author.
21 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Correctional services in Minnesota. St.
Paul, MN: Author.
22 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Correctional services in Minnesota. St.
Paul, MN: Author.
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detention, care and treatment ofpersons convicted of a crime or adjudicated delinquent as well as
traditional probation... services. " 23
County"governments are mandated to provide for the health and welfare of their constituents. In
1994, counties spent nearly $115 million (4.1 % of total expenditures) on public health programs.
Under Minnesota's Local Public Health Act, counties have taken on various responsibilities of .
providing for the health of their residents. Under this act, the county board may execute the
responsibilities and authorities of a Board of Health. Or, these responsibilities may be delegated to
a Community Health Board or a Board of Health established by the county board. According to
the Association of Minnesota Counties, "A cmmty board may adopt ordinances for all or a part of
its jurisdiction to regulate actual or potential threats to the public health, unless the ordinances are
preempted by, in conflict with, or less restrictive than stahdards in state law or rule. ,,24 In the area
ofpublic health, counties assess community needs, and plan and develop policies and programs to
meet those needs. While counties are mandated to provide these services, they have flexibility in
the program design and implementation. Counties promote public health through protectillg the
environment, work places, housing, fuod, water, disease prevention; and disaster relief.
Minnesota counties receive much of their fimding for health services through the Community
Health Services (CHS) subsidy from the state. Due to the stipulation that this subsidy is available
only to a county or group of counties with a minimum population of 30,000, many multi-county
Community Health Boards have been created. All 87 counties participate in the CHS subsidy
program Each county's Department of Public Health is able to cooperate in programs with other
counties through joint powers agreements, providing efficient and cost-effective measures will
minimizing unnecessary duplication of services, sta£I: and facilities. The Community Health
Services system is funded with loca~ state, and federal moneys. The Community Health Boards
are required to contribute a dollar oflocal effort for every dollar ofCHS subsidy they receive
from the State.
Minnesota counties commonly provide an array of other services. Various counties provide
environmental services such as solid waste disposal and sanitary landfills. They are also involved
in the conservation ofnatural resources including efforts designed to conserve and develop such
natural resources as water, so~ forests, and minerals. Various counties are also involved in
economic development services, which includes activities associated with planning and providing
adequate housing, redevelopment of substandard physical facilities, providing financial and other
assistance and opportunities for the expansion of business and industrial activities within the
county.

23 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Correctional services in Minnesota.
24Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Public Health. S1.

29

Pa~ MN:

Author.

Quite often, cultural and recreational activities are added to the scope of services provided by
cOWlties for Hbraries and parks. Expenditures for libraries range from the purchasing of reference
materials and books to reference services to patrons, the cataloging of materials, and the general
administration of the library. Expenditures for parks include park maintenance, mowing, planting,
and removal of trees. Recreation also may include expenditures for festivals, bands, museums,
community centers, baseball fields, and organized recreational activities.
Many Minnesota cOWlties are also involved in planning and zoning, i.e., land use regulation. In
recent years, land use activities have come to include programs addressing environmental
concerns. With the passage ofthe 1959 COWlty Planning Act, cOWlties obtained the authority to
plan for and manage land use (see Appendix C). Under this plan, cOWlties having populations less
than 300,000 (according to the 1950 federal census) can volWltarily adopt comprehensive
planning and zoning ordinances. Townships are also able to adopt zoning regulations, provided
that they are not inconsistent with or less prohibitive than those adopted by the COWlty board.
Various land use programs in addition to zoning that are currently in place include the shore land
management program, floodplain regulation, local water planning, programs to protect \v'Jd and
scenic rivers, and wetland regulations. 25
Perhaps a more non-traditional role f<;)r cOlmties is in the area of solid waste management. In
Minnesota, cOWlties maintain broad authority in the provision of solid waste management through
Minnesota Statute Chapter 400 (known as the COWlty Solid Waste Management Act) and' the
Minnesota Waste Management Act, which established a working relationship between state and
local governments and the private sector. COWlties provide services such as recycling, resource
recovery, and the operation and maintenance of solid waste facilities. 26 COWlties have also
implemented such programs as source reduction and reuse, recycling, yard waste and food waste
composting, resources recovery through municipal solid waste composting or incineration, and
land disposal
Responsibilities of Counties With Diverse Demographic and Geographic Features

The roles and responsibilities of cOlmties quite vary between urban and rural counties, counties
with large and small populations, and counties with large and small geographical areas. The
following list of the top ten functions of most metropolitan and non-metropolitan governments
nationally is fro~ a book published in 1973. 27 Of course not every county is exactly alike; they

25 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). Land use rnanaiement. St. Paul, MN:
Author.'
26 Association of Minnesota Counties. (1995). County management of solid waste. St.
Paul, MN: Author.

National Association ofCOWlties. (1973). From Americas counties toda}::. Washington,
D.C.: Author, 30.
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quite often face their 0\V1l unique priorities, and as time goes on the order of priorities may
change. But, nevertheless, over twenty years later the list still exemplifies many county services
today and gives a general outline of some of the differences in priorities between nonmetropolitan and metropolitan counties:
Metropolitan cowties
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Jails and detention facilities
Coroner's service
Courts
Tax assessment
Public health
Prosecution
Probation and parole
Law enforcement
Roads and highways
General assistance (welfare)

Non-metropolitan cowties
1.

Tax assessment
2. Jails and detention facilities
3. Law enforcement
4. General assistance (welfare)
5. Coroner's service
6. Roads and highways
7. Agricultural ex.rension services
8. Public health
9. Courts
10. Medical assistance

In general, Minnesota counties essentially provide the same or like services, no matter their
location. However, the extent and the priority ofthe service may vary based upon the geographic
and demographic characteristics of the county. Recently there has been great interest in defining
the role of the county in Minnesota, particularly in the urban areas. 28
In Minnesota, counties still act, to a great extent, as an administrative arm ofthe state. Therefore,
counties, no matter the nature of the county, place importance on critical programs such as those
relating to public health, public safety, and human services. All counties program priorities relate
to the nature of the needs oftheir constituents. Those constituents For example, Hennepin and
Ramsey counties place human service programs and public assistance at or near the top oftheir
lists of priorities, perhaps because a significant number of county residents "suffer from
homelessness, acute poverty, severe chemical dependencies, mental illness, child abuse and
neglect, AIDS and other debilitating diseases, and numerous other health, well-being, and social
problems with are far more prevalent in Hennepin and Ramsey counties than they are in any other
area ofthe state.,,29
Rural counties such as Mahnomen County in northern Minnesota and Big Stone county in
western Minnesota and other rural counties also have constituencies that require diverse social

28Inter-County Staff Working Groups of Carver, Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey, Scott, and
Washington Counties. (1996, March). Toward defining the role of metropolitan counties: A
back(U'ound r~ort. Author.
2~esota

Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 2). 1990 Per Capita Spending of
Minnesota's Counties. St. Paul, MN: Author.
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services. The reduction in the agricultural industry during the 1980's left many rural counties
trying to provide for constituencies suffering from a declining economic base. In addition, the
population in these rural counties tends to be older, and consequently, more reliant on
governmental human services. Thus, human services tends to rank near the top of priority of
services offered and in expenditures by these rural counties. Additionally, in line with the previous
table, these rural counties also place tax assessment, law enforcement, and highways as among
their top services. Another service frequently offered by rural Minnesota counties, but not on the
general list, is assistance to townships. Quite often townships within these counties are not able to
provide all the necessary services to their residents, so they rely upon the counties for services.
The geographic size of a county may cause it to modify its priorities in a somewhat varied order.
Lake County in northern Minnesota has an area of2,062 square miles but has a population of only
10,363 people. The relatively large size ofthe county requires greater patrol areas for the
Sheriff's Department, and a greater amount ofhighway miles for the Highway Department to
cover which leads to a higher level of priority and expenditures for these services. If the county
were smaller with the same size population, less might be required of both departments, and the
priorities ofthe county may more closely correspond in significance with the priorities of other
counties with smaller geographical areas.
Despite, or perhaps because ot: the hardships such as declining populations and economic bases
that many ofthese counties are currently facing, they are searching for innovative ways to provide
services to their constituents. Big Stone County is experimenting with reorganizing the services of
the auditor and treasurer to create greater efficiency between the departments. Cook and Lake
counties will be sharing the services of a county administrator and a county judge in the near
future in an attempt to achieve cost savings.

Measuring the Quality of Services Provided by Minnesota Counties
According to the National Association of Counties in 1996, only one comprehensive attempt has
been made to determine the quality of services offered by a county; the final result of the study
being a more qualitative rather than quantitative evaluation. In 1994, the Portland@Multnomah
Progress Board (Oregon) began to annually compile a series ofbenchmarks which allow the
county to measure its progress in meeting the needs and concerns ofits residents. To do this
required five years of initial research "to define the future vision" of the community through
interaction between the residents and the community stakeholders. 30 Much of the study focused
on gathering opinions ofthe residents by asking them to rate how they feel about the safety of
their community, their quality of life, and how satisfied they are with the performance oftheir
local government. Hence, the result is more subjective than objective.

30Portland-Multnomah Progress Board. (1995, January). Portland@Multnomah
Benchmarks: 1994 Annual Report. Portland, OR: Author, 8.
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Many professionals within the field of county government administration have expressed the
sentiment that it is virtually impossible to quantitatively measure and analyze the level of services
offered by counties. AIchie Stephens, the Executive Director of the AIizona Association of
Counties,31 William Peterson, Executive Director ofthe Iowa State Association ofCounties,32 and
James Mulder, Executive Director ofthe Association of Minnesota Counties,33 are all of the
opinion that quantitatively measuring the quality of county services is extremely difficult since
citizen perceptions and attitudes toward government and appropriate levels of government
services vary tremendously, even within one county.
It is also possible that trying to measure the quality of services offered may result in nothing more

than comparing the per capita costs of county services between one county and another. While
this may be a reasonable method to begin an examination, per capita costs reveal little about the
quality of services. As mentioned previously, counties are often faced with differing
responsibilities as determined by divergent geographic and demographic characteristics. These
factors not only affect responsibilities, they often affect costs. These effects will be explored in
greater detail in the fullowing section and will serve to support the notion that it is difficult to
quantify the quality of services provided by counties.
At the onset ofthis research effort to determine the feasibility of adjusting county boundaries, the
researchers proposed to gather information regarding on-going evaluations of the quality of
services offered by Minnesota's 87 counties. Unfortunately, the evidence from other studies thus
far indicates that this type of evaluation requires resources far beyond what are available to the
Minnesota Board of Govemment Innovation and Cooperation. To take on a project of this
magnitude would, on a simplistic leve4 require surveying many ofMinnesota's inhabitants as to
the level of services they feel they receive (and should receive), interviewing elected and
appointed county officials to determine their perceived level of service demand and service
quality, and determining measures to quantify the quality of services on an objective scale.
Unfortunately, no standard performance indicators or'measurers are readily available. Therefore,
due to these constraints, we have not attempted to quantitatively measure the quality of services.
Instead our analysis focuses on a financial analysis ofthe counties in order to identify the critical
various variables or factors which influence the level of county expenditures.

31 Telephone Interview. 12 Dec. 1995.
32 Telephone Interview. 14 Dec. 1995.
33 Interview. 15 Dec. 1995.
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Top Spending Categories
To understand the per capita spending trends ofMllmesota counties, it is important to recap some
ofthe points from the previous chapter, "County Government Structures and ResponSIbilities."
The following is a list ofMllmesota county expenditure areas as a percentage oftotal county
expenditures for 1994: 1
Human Services
Public Safety
General Government
Highways
Health
Culture and Recreation
Conservation
Sanitation
Economic Development
Other
Debt Service
Capital Outlay

37.0%
13.4%
12.5%

6.9%
3.7%
2.5%
1.5%

1.6%
1.0%
0.6%
4.3%
13.8%

These figures, with the exceptions of capital outlay and debt service, comprise current
expenditures and administrative costs only for each category; all capital outlay expenditures are
accOl.mted for in their own category. In the previous chapter ofthis report, capital outlay
expenditures were included with the category in which they were spent. For instance, capital
Qutlay expenditures fQr highways made up 9.8% Qfthe county highway expenditures. Therefore,
when the 6.9% of current expenditures and the 9.8% of capital outlay expenditures are added,
they equal about 16.7% oftotal expenditures. Because capital outlay expenditures can vary
greatly from year to year, it is important to categorize them separately in order to compare true
categorical per capita expenditures on an annual basis.
The top four categories of spending for counties comprise over 70% of a county's expenditures
(not including capital outlays). To better understand the spending in each ofthese categories, as

1Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). 1994 Revenues, Expenditures,
and Debt ofMllmesota Counties.
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well as the others, it is important to redefine each category to understand the many purposes that
each category comprises. 2
General·Govemment - Included in this category are all the adillinistrative services and fimctions
related to the general operation ofthe governmental unit. Operations included in this category are
the administration of property taxes and property assessments as well as general upkeep
expenditures for county government buildings. This category also includes all expenditures related
to the courts.
Human Services - Included within the broad category of human services are such items as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Medical Assistance, other income maintenance
programs, and social services such as family and child welfare services. Income maintenance itself
comprises such programs as Minnesota Supplemental Assistance, General Assistance, AFDC and
the county share of Medical Assistance.
Within the category of other human so,cia! services and welfare programs fall such progrllrn!Ol as
food, fuel, housing, and social service programs for children arid their families. In the tables
provided in the text, all spending on income maintenance, social services and other human
services are included within the category of Human Services. The tables included in the appendix
subdivides Human Services into Income Maintenance, Social Services; and Other Human Services
in order to provide a more detailed description of county spending on human services.
In January of 1991, the State ofMinnesota began assuming the financial responsibility for the
county share of many human service programs such as AFDC and Medical Assistance, while
counties remained responsible for the administrative costs ofthe programs. By 1993, the state had
completed its takeover of the county share ofthe programs; thus, the costs ofthese benefits were
transferred to the state. From 1989-1993, county spending on income maintenance programs
decreased 33.8%, while county spending on other human services increased 52.4%. The large
decrease in spending on AFDC and Medical Assistance tends to conceal the increases in county
spending on other social service programs.
ffighways - Included in expenditures for highways are expenses for'the maintenance ofhighways,
such as patching, seal coating, and snow removal Also included in this category are expenditures
for highway construction, bridge repair and construction, an,d the purchase and maintenance of
street equipment, as well as spending for state-aid highways,. Spending for state-aid highways are
included in this category.
Public Safety - Public safety expenditures include such expenses for the sherlfl: corrections, traffic
safety, building inspections, civil defense, etc.

2All definitions taken from: Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1993, December 31).
Revenues. Expenditures, and debt of Minnesota counties. St. Paul: Author.
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Health Services - Health services include all expenditures for mental health centers, general
clinics, preparation ofvital statistics, (such as birth and death certificates), disease controL and
other health-related expenditures.
Economic Development - Included in the category of economic development are expenditures
associated with planning and providing adequate housing and redevelopment of sub-standard
facilities. Also included are expenditures directed toward developing an area or providing
assistance and opportunity to persons and businesses for such development.
~

- The remaining categories listed in the appendix tables, though not explicitly discussed in
this chapter, are expenditures for h'braries, environmental services, cultural and recreational
activities.
Considerations to be Made when Examining the County Exp,enditures in this Report

Three important items must be conside!ed when examining county expenditures. The first is
Enterprise Funds. Enterprise Funds are defined as funds used for specific services which are
intended to be self-sustaining through fees and user charges. Enterprise funds include such items
as nursing homes, nursing services, hospitals, and solid waste management facilities. As reported
by the Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor, ''In 1993, counties spent $609.9 million on
enterprise operations, generated enterprise fund operating revenues of$603.9 million, and had a
total operating loss of $5.9 million.,,3 Enterprise funds are not included in the per capita yearly
expenditure calculations. Rather, there are two separate categories in the State Auditor's report
for enterprise fund operations: operating transfers in and operating transfers out.
A second item to consider is the current effect of consolidated services on county government
expenditures. Five of Minnesota's counties have consolidated their efforts to provide welfare and
human services by creating, in one case, a Human Services Board, and the other a Welfare Board.
The Faribault-Martin-\Vatonwan Human Services Board was created out ofajoint powers
agreement (Minn Stat. § 471.59) to provide health and welfare services to county residents
(Minn. Stat. §§ 402.01-.10). ''The Faribault-Martin-Watonwan Human Services Board was
established on June 30, 1975. As of January 1, 1991, Watonwan County withdrew from the
Human Services Board. ,>4 The Board, now representing only Faribault and Martin counties, has
12 members, six from each county. Each county collects its portion oflocal tax revenues and
transfers these funds to the Board to realize its ongoing financial responsibility.

3Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1993, December 31). Revenues, expenditures, and
debt ofMinnesota counties. 5.
4Minnesota Office oftbe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). Fan'bault County-Blue Earth,
Minnesota: Financial statement. St, PauL MN: Author, 39.
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The counties of Lincoln, Lyon, and Murray, have come together to form the Region VIII North
Welfare Board. This Board was formed pursuant to Minnesota Statute § 393.01, subd. 7, and
began official operations on July 1, 1974. The Board performs the welfare fimctions formerly
executed by the individual counties. Local financing is provided by the three member counties on
the basis of each countYs welfare expenditures in 1973. The breakdown of percentages are:
Lincoln County
Lyon County
Murray County

20.90%
54.77%
24.33%

Two commissioners from each of the three counties are chosen by their respective county boards,
as well as one lay person from each participating county, to govern the Welfare Board. At leaSt
one of the lay board members must be a woman. The expenditures of the Region VIII North
Welfare Board are not included in any ofthe counties' reporting entities, rather the Board is an
independent joint venture. 5
Finally, the last consideration when examining the numbers in this section on county finances is
the omission of capital outlay and debt service expenditures from the per capita yearly expenditure
calculations. However, there may be cases in which capital outlay expenditures were included in a
category such as general government. The Office of the Minnesota State Auditor explains it this
way:6
...it is not always possible to identifY all capital expenditures ofMinnesota
counties. While Total Current Expenditures' excludes all capital for brick
and mortar projects, several counties continue to classify purchases of certain
capital equipment (such as an automobile) as a current expenditure. It is not
possible for the Office ofthe State Auditor to identify expenditures on capital
equipment that has been classified by the county as a current expenditure.
County Groupings
For the purposes of this chapter, Minnesota's 87 counties have been divided into six groups. (See
Figure 10 at the end of this chapter for a complete listing of counties by category):

1. Central Urban Counties - Made up ofHennepin and Ramsey counties, which
contain the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul and their suburbs.

5Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1993, December 31) Region
Board - MarshalL Minnesota. St, Paul, MN: Author, 6.

vm North Welfare

6Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 7). 1990 per capita spendin~ of
Minnesota counties. St. Paul, MN: Author, Appendix A.
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2. Twin Cities Suburban Counties - Comprises the eight counties ofthe
Minneapolis-St. Paul suburban area.
3. Rural Counties With Increasini Populations - These are rural counties that
experienced population groWth. of five percent or more during the 1990-1994
period.
4. Rural Counties with Stable Populations Over 15,000 - These are the 39 rural
counties that had stable populations of more that 15,000 residents from 19901994.
5. Rural Counties with Stable Populations of7.000-15,OOO - These are the 22 rural
counties that had stable populations of7,000-15,000 residents from 1990-1994.
6. Rural. Sparsely Populated Counties - These nine rural counties have populations

ofless than 7,000 residents.
Per Capita Expenditures by County Grouping

By examining Figures 3,4, 5, and 67, it is evident that sparsely populated rural counties have the
highest per capita expenditures. To fully understand the differences in per capita spending, it is
necessary to complete a detailed analysis of the spending data for each of Minnesota's 87
counties. While such a detailed analysis was beyond the scope of this study, there are several
general factors that contribute to the higher per capita expenditures in many sparsely populated
rural counties.
The higher per capita costs in sparsely populated rural counties can be attn'buted to a number of
independent factors. First is economies of scale. These counties have a smaller population base
over which the fixed costs of county services are spread. Therefore, if these sparsely populated
rural counties spend the same amount as a county with a population of 50,000 or more, the per
capita expenditures for the smaller county are substantially higher, since there are are fewer
people over which the fixed expenditures may be allocated.
Perhaps another contn'buting factor to the higher per capita costs is the demographics ofthe
county. Generally, the population in rural areas tends to be older. Thus, they may require more
human services, medical services, and the like. At the same time, the population may tend to have
a lower per capita income, thus they may qualifY for and utilize more human services related to
public health and income maintenance.
.

7A

more detailed printout of county revenues and expenditures for the years 1989-1995 is
available in Appendix 3.
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PER CAPITA COUNTY EXPENDITURES, 1989-1994
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The economic hardships of the 1980's also placed an incredible strain on the rural counties,
particularly those which rely on agriculture, forestry and mining. Residents who had previously
sought little public assistance were forced to begin relying on public services for survival Thus,
many counties encountered a population with increasing needs.
Many rural counties also contain few cities or townships with the capacity to maintain the roads,
thus they rely upon the county public works departments through formal or informal agreements,
to provide road maintenance. Consequently, counties are responsible not only for county
highways, but may also assume responsibility for road services within townships, thus increasing
highway maintenance costs for counties. Additionally, agreements, whether formal or informal,
may also be in place for other services such as law enforcement and jails through the county
Sheriffs department. 8 Even if the townships and small cities reimburse the counties for all or a
portion of the costs ofthose services, the per capita county expenditures will reflect these
additional responsibilities. Figure 16 at the end of the chapter illustrates the small number of cities
with populations over 2,500 in the sparsely populated counties. This lack of cittes with
populations over 2;500 suggests that many of these counties are providing services to the very
small cities, which in tum may be causing county expenditures to increase.
It is also evident in Figures 3 and 4 that county expenditures, before being adjusted for inflation,
have not increased for all county groupings from 1989-1994. A certain amount ofvariation exists
between county groups, though generally all ofthe county groups have seen their per capita

expenditures fluctuate between 1989-1994. The only county grouping which increased
expenditures every year (except 1991) was the rural, sparsely populated county group. The
inflation adjusted figures show that per capita expenditures have either decreased or risen only
slightly. (The largest increase occurred in suburban counties, which increased spending by $4 per
capita between 1989-1994 in inflation adjusted dollars).9
What would cause counties to decrease their spending? The main reason may be the changes in
the sources of revenues for the county. Counties are receiving fewer intergovernmental revenues,
and instead have to rely upon property taxes, licenses fees, other fees and service charges, and
other miscellaneous revenues to make up for the intergovernmental decrease (as illustrated in

Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 7). 1990 pet capita spending of
Minnesota's counties. St. Paul, MN: Author. 14.
8

9 Inflation rates used are for the North Central Region - Minneapolis - from the U.S.
Department of Labor, Bureau of Statistics. In:flation rates were:
1989-1990 - 4.1%
1991-1992 - 3.5%
1993-1994 - 3.2%
1992-1993 - 3.1%
1990-1991,:, 2.7%
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Figure 9). The Office of the State Auditor offered the following explanation
for the decrease in
county intergovernmental revenues: 10
The most significant factor in the decline ofintergovemmental revenues was
a
change in state policy that shifted a portion of the financial responsibility for
courts and several human service programs from the counties to the state. As
the state has assumed greater financial responsibility for these programs, the
aid
provided to counties has decreased. The shift in costs from the counties to
the
state has also affected the amount of federal aid to counties. The federal aid
that
pays for a portion ofthe costs of certain human service programs now remain
s at
the state level rather than flowing to the counties.
As noted above, one of the principal factors contributing to the decrease in
overall expenditures
was the state takeover ofhuman service costs. The takeover decreased human
service
expenditures in most counties, particularly Ramsey and Hennepin. However,
the cost savings
resulted in increased spending in other areas as counties shifted their spendi
ng priorities to other
areas which needed more funds.
Per Capita Expendinrres by Servic~ Area
It is evident from viewing Figure 7 and Figure 8 that, in general, rural counti
es spend the most per

capita in the categories of general government, highways, and economic develo
pment. As noted in
the previously, possible explanations for the higher level of expenditures were:
economies of scale
for general government expenditures, more rural county maintained road and
highway miles, and
greater efforts in economic development to diversifY the economic base ofman
y rural counties.
Urban counties, by COmplLnsOn, tend to spend more per capita on human service
s, health services,
and public safety. This may be due to higher crime rates (per 100,000 people
), increased human
service and public health needs, and services dealing with AIDS, homelessnes
s, poverty, chemical
dependency, mental illness, spouse abuse, and child abuse/neglect, which maybe
more prevalent in
urban areas. 11
Not only is it important to consider the counties which spend the most per
category, it is also
important to identify those which spend the least. Suburban counties spend
the least per capita on
human services," most likely due to the demographics of their populations. 'Incom
es tend to be
higher in suburban areas than they are in urban and rural areas, hence there
may be a decreased
demand for publicly funded human services.
to Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1994,
December 31). Revenues, expenditures,
and debt of Minnesota's counties.

llMinnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 7). 1990 per capita
spending of
Minnesota's counties.
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PER CAPITA EXPENDITURES BY SERVICE AREA, 1989-1994
(NOT ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION)
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PER CAPITA EXPENDITURES BY SERVICE AREA, 1989-1994
(ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION)
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Urban counties spend the least per capita on general government and highways, partly due to
economies of scale and fewer county maintained roads. Conversely, rural counties with stable
populations of7,000 to 15,000 spend the least per capita on health services, in part because a
number of rural counties operate hospitals and other health care facilities with enterprise funds.
Within the category of economic development, the figures fluctuate from year to year, due to the
number of economic development initiatives a county is undertaking in any given year. Therefore,
it is more difficult to say which counties spend the least on economic development overall, though
it is clear, as previously mentioned, that sparsely populated counties have consistently spent the
most per capita in this category.

An Analysis of the Factors Affecting Per Capita Expenditures
Rural counties in Miniiesota, and across the nation, tend to spend more per capita for delivery of
essential public services than.do their urban and suburban counterparts. Various factors suggested
for the contrast in spending between the areas include: population size, population density, the
geographic area ofthe county, poverty levels, per capita resident income, crime rates, and state
grants to counties. However, basic statistical regression analysis12 provides little evidence that
such factors, with the exceptions ofpopulation, the geographic area of the county, and the per
capita amo,unt of state grants, have a significant effect on per capita expenditures.
A linear regression was run using county per capita expenditures as the dependent variable. The
independent variables were county population, and county size (square miles), and per capita state
grants. With a confidence level of95% (which gives a t-critical of 1.65), we found the following:
Variable

Coefficient

t - Statistic

County Size (Square Miles)
Population
Total Per Capita State Grants

0.031
0.0002
1.21

2.41
2.50
16.14

An equation using these independent variables consequently will explain the level ofper capita
expenditures in about 78% of all cases. 13 The first statistically significant variable, County Size,

Regression analysis is a method used to "explain" the independent variables that affect
changes in a dependent variable. Movement in· the dependent variable, in this case, per capita
expenditures, may be a result of movements in the independent variables, in this case, county
population, size, and per capita state grants.
12

13

Adjusted R-Squared = 0.778
Degrees of Freedom = 86
Significant t (at a 5% confidence level) = 1.96
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suggests that for an increase of one square mile in the county's size, there is a $0.03 increase in
per capita expenditures. The variable Population also proved to be statistically significant; the
coefficient of. 0002 suggest that for a one unit increase in county population, per capita
expenditures decrease $0.0002. Therefore, the impact of increasing the population by one person
is minuscule.
The statistically significant variable having the greatest impact on per capita expenditures appears
to be the amount of per capita state grants that a county receives. The coefficient of 1.21 states
that for a one dollar increase in the amount ofper capita state grants to a county, per capita
county expenditures increase by $1.21.
This regression analysis suggests that population size and county geographic size do not have a
profound impact on per capita expenditures, but that the amount of state grants and aids a county
receives does. Therefore, combining two counties with smaller populations in an effort to reduce
per capita costs could prove futile. It is commonly believed that increasing the population allows
the fixed costs to be spread over a larger population, thus decreasing the per capita burden of
expenses. This may be true for cities or counties that experience an increase in population
'coupled with a fixed geographic size. However, in order to significantly increase the population of
a county, it may be necessary to cOp1bine it with another county, thus significantly increasing not
only the population, but the geographic size of the county as well. The increase in county size
could potentially offset any economies of scale from an increased population base.
Using Pope and Stevens Counties, as an example, these two counties have relatively small
populations (10,839 and 10,597) and relatively small geographic sizes (718 square miles and 558
square miles, respectively). If these counties were combined, the new county would have a
population of21,436, and an area of 1,276 square miles. This new county would be comparable
to the current County of Pine (Pine County has a population of22,509 and an area of 1,414
square miles.). In 1994, Pope County had per capita expenditures of$556, and Stevens County
had per capita expenditures of$582. If the two counties were combined and had approximately
the same level of services as Pine County, it is possible that the new county would have per capita
expenditures comparable to Pine's, which were $658 in 1994. This amount is considerably higher
than Pope and Stevens' current individual per capita expenditures. Granted, it is not possible to
make an exact comparison due to differences between the counties in the level of services they
provide, as well as geographic, economic, and demographic differences between the counties; but
this is a reasonable comparison as all three counties are relatively rural
. Based on this analysis involving small geographic counties, it is evident that combining counties
which already have large geographic areas might be detrimental to the ability ofthe l;ounty to
deliver services and its efforts to contain per capita expenditures. Combining any counties, from
small counties to large counties, puts additional strain on per capita expenditures and county
services. Increasing the geographic size of a county means that aU county departments have
larger areas to service. Further, all services now have to be provided to a larger geographical area
which may be a great distance from an existing or new county seat. This may require cOWlties to
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hire additional staff to travel and work in the more distant corners ofthe new county, or they may
have to set up satellite offices,to service these areas, consequently resulting in costs that are
greater than the savings from any economies of scale due to the increased population.
Due to its large geographic size, St. Louis County is one county that has implemented the use of
satellite offices in the cities of Hibbing and Virginia, in addition to its main county offices in
Duluth. This is one feasible approach way to offering services to some ofthe far reaching areas of
the county. St. Louis County has essentially two population bases; a northern and a southern
population. About half ofthe population of the county lies in the Duluth area, while much of the
rest tends to live around Hibbing and Virginia. This creates, for example, a challeti.ge for the
criminaljustice system. It is necessary to have a courthouse in Virginia and jails located both in
Virginia and Hibbing to cut down on public safety costs. People who are arrested would have to
be transported all the way to Duluth to be incarcerated or to appear in court. Conversely, without
.
courthouses in the northern portion of the county, prosecutors, judges, and public defenders
would have to travel long distances from Duluth to the northern parts of the county. This would
be expensive; time consnming, and inefficient. Thus, St. Louis County has found it necessary to
use satellite offices and service centers to service the county population in the northern part of
the county.
.
Returning to the regression analysis, it would appear that the greatest impact on per capita
expenditures would be a reduction in the amount of state grants a county receives. Certainly this
may not be a politically astute move, and it would hurt the counties most in need. But, many state
grants are formula based, meaning that the amount of money a county receives is based upon a
. formula which determines the state funding leve~ as a proxy for need. Many ofthe counties with a
smaller tax base, and/or with the smallest populations, receive the largest per capita state grants
(see Figure lO)since it may be more difficult for these counties to raise the necessary level of
revenues through property taxes and other revenue sources. If the state were to reduce the level
of state grants to these counties, it could have a serious negative impact upon residents in such
counties.
A later chapter discusses particular service areas and their potential for achieving economies of
scale, rather than county services as a whole. But, for the purposes of examining the feasibility of
adjusting county boundaries, it is important to look at count}' expenditures as a whole, rather than
in service category segments alone, as we have done here..
The Economic Health of Minnesota Counties
It is evident from the unreserved general fund balances of Minnesota col.lI1ties (Figures 11, 12, 13,

and 14) that Minnesota's counties, in gener~ are fiscally healthy. Unreserved general fund
balances are the most appropriate measure of a county's relative financial health. They are a
measure ofthe amount ofundesignated money a county has at the end ofthe fiscal year which can
be used to meet expenses in the coming year. Because the monies are undesignated, counties have
great flexibility in applying them to meet expenses as they see fit.
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At the close of 1994, Minnesota counties had a cumulative unreserved fund balance of $483
million. This was an increase of 4.6% over 1993. 14 As indicated in Figure 12, the trend in
Minnesota in recent years has been toward increasing unreserved general fund balances, which is
an indication of improving fiscal health. From 1993-1994, 59 of Minnesota's counties reported
increases in their fund balances, and twenty-eight reported decreases, though not one reported a
negative fund balance. (See Figure 11). The size and change ofunreserved fund balances
generally differs greatly from one county to another. The declines ranged from 2.2% in Olmsted
County to. 86.8% in Hennepin County, largely due to Hennepin's effort to reduce the 1995
property tax levy.
''The counties of Brown, Hennepin, Kandiyohi, and McLeod reported a decline in
their general fund balances and general fund balances that totaled less than ten
percent of current expenditures.,,15 The Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor
warns that "Counties that exhibit these two conditions (a decline in the general
fund balance and general fund balances that total less than ten percent of curr\IDt
expenditures) may not have enough reserves to meet their cash flow needs during
the first five months of the year.,,16 17
Based upon that knowledge, one can obtain an overall picture of the health of Minnesota counties
by looking at fund balances as a percent of total current expenditures, in addition to the actual
amount of the fund balance. Of Minnesota's 87 counties in 1994:
•
•
•
•

9 had fund balances that were less than 10 percent of current expenditures;
52 had fund balances that were between 10 and 25 percent of current expenditures
22 had fund balances between 25 and 50 percent of total current expenditures;
4 had fund balances exceeding 50 percent of total current expenditures.

Figure 13 illustrates the increasing general fund balances as a percent oftotal current expenditures
from 1990-1994. The Office ofthe State Auditor also notes that fund balances can change based
upon a countys decision to use the money to pay for major capital improvements, rather than

14Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). A guide to city and county
fund balances. St. Paul, MN: Author.
15 Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). A guide to city and county
fund balances. 6.
16 Minnesota Office ofthe State Auditor. (1994, December 31). A guide to city and county
fimd balances.· 6.
17 If counties do not have sufficient fund balances, they may have to rely on short term
borrowing before property taxes are collected in Mayor state aid and credits come in during July.
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relying on the sale of bonds to raise the necessary revenues. 18 Therefore, it is unwise to make
broad sweeping generalizations of declining fiscal health based upon these numbers alone.
On the whole, it appears that the majority of Minnesota's counties are in relatively good fiscal
health, and hopefully will remain so. If the trend toward greater unreserved fund balances
continues, Minnesota counties should be able to maintain their current state offinancial health.
Many counties have .also improved their fiscal health as a result of good management and through
their efforts to collaborate in the deliver of services. However, declining revenues and declining
money from the state and federal government (including welfare reform) put the fiscal health of
counties raise questions regarding the continuing ability of Minnesota counties, in the near future,
to maintain the current level of services and their financial health with fewer external resources.
Minnesota Counties Compared to Other States' Counties
It is very difficult to compare the counties of one state with those in another for a varietY of

reasons. Per capita expenditures can differ greatly on the basis of such factors as demographics,
geographic characteristics, and weather conditions. County spending can also differ on the basis
of mandates to the counties from the state government, the division of services between state,
county, and local government, tax rates, tax bases, and tax efforts. Unlike Minnesota's counties,
counties within many states are also responsible for the operation school systems.
Keeping these factors in mind when looking at Figure 15 19, it is evident that Minnesota counties
have high per capita expenditures compared to other states, with the exception ofArizona. Much
of Minnesota's county expenditures are related to human services; more so than other states in
which the state funds a higher number ofhuman services, which may be one factor contnlmting to
the higher overall level of county expenditures in Minnesota. Secondly, it is important that winter
weather contributes to highway expenses in l\:finnesota and not as significantly in other states.
Nevertheless, it is difficult to draw any precise conclusions as to the reasons for the disparities
between the states, and it is impossible to say which state's counties spend their money most
effectively or efficiently based on these numbers alone. To do any meaningful analysis and
comparison would take an immense amount of effort, and still may yield few beneficial
conclusions. Therefore, there should not be too much reliance placed on the numbers presented in
Figure 15 for purposes ofmaking meaningful public policy decisions regarding the merits of
boundary adjustments or the fiduciary ability of county boards in Minnesota or elsewhere.

The Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1993, December 31). A guide to city and
county fund balances. 5-6.
18

Information in Figure 15 is taken from:
US Bureau of the Census. (1993). Government finances: 1990-1991, series GF/91-5.
Washington, D. C.: US Government Printing Office.
19
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COUNTY REVENUE SOURCES, 1989-1994
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PER CAPIT A AVG.

$
$
$

266,713

34,750,122

$

130.00

55,025

8,275,148

$

150.00

92,677,687

166.00
188.00

177.00

SUBU RBAN
ANOKA
CARVER
CHISAGO
DAKOTA

34,700

6,349,340

$

182.00

308,002

ISANTI

42,762.480

28,037

6,175,598

SCOTT
WASHINGTON
WRlG HT

$
$

220.00

66,585

12,874,356
23,195,565

$

193.00

169,300

9,411,840

$
$

137.00

75,087

125.00

PER CAPIT A AVG

$

159.38

5,332,533
8,667,141
9,537,920

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

162.00

138.00

RURA L WITH INCRE ASING
POPU LATIO NS
BENTO N
CASS
CROW WING

47,299

HUBBARD

15,705

5,502,305

114,386

19,960,819

22,509

7,711,145

49,234

4,733,390

OLMS TED
PINE
SHERB URNE

32,743
22,996

PER CAPIT A AVG

45b

376.00
201.00
350.00
174.00
342.00
96.00

243.00

FIGURE 10

1994 COUNTY REVENUES FROM THE STATE

COUNTY

POPULATION

TOTAL
COUNTY
REVENUES
FROM STATE

TOTAL PER
CAPITA
COUNTY
REVENUES
FROM STATE

RURAL, STABLE POPULATIONS
OVER 15,000

BECKER
BELTRAMI
BLUE EARTH
BROWN
CARLTON
CLAY
DODGE

c

DOUGLAS
FARIBAULT
FILLMORE
FREEBORN
GOODHUE
HOUSTON
ITASCA
KANDIYOHI
KOOCHICHING
LESUEUR
LYON
VIARTIN
MCLEOD
MEEKER
MILLE LACS
MORRISON
MOWER
NICOLLET
NOBLES
OTTER TAIL
POLK
REDWOOD
RENVlLLE
RICE
ROSEAU
ST. LOUIS
STEARNS
STEELE
TODD
WABASHA
WASECA
WINONA

28.830
36,090
54,995 .
27,359
30,194
52,148
16,511
29,971
16,655
20,799
32,973
42,053
18,929
42,047
40,512
15,822
23,922
25,195
22,842
33,295
21,125
19,298
30,587
37,561
29,058
20,346
51,823
32,835
17,270
·17,508
51,569
15,711
198,866
125,171
31,646
23,538
20,292
17,894
48,788

45c

9,255,829
9,763,004
9,877,760
6,268,375
8,793,297
10,621,760
4,201,002
6,406,982
3,124,537
7,112,288
8,670,827
7,410,369
3,991,917
13,716,971
9,779,748
6,7'62,945
6,004,277
4,535,600
3,566,226
6,187,046
5,261,818
5,413,679
7,823,542
8,945,730
5,810,093
6,476,035
14,485,074
10,761,542
5,004,392
7,374,433
8,084,677
5,132,390
55,867,663
20,337,438
5,543,228
6,612,633
5,957,419
4,656,992
10,062,792

$

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

321.00
270.00
179.00
229.00
291.00
203.00

254.00

$
$
$
$
$
$

213.00
187.00
341.00
262.00
176.00
210.00
326.00
241.00
427.00
250.00
180.00
156.00
185.00
249.00
280.00
255.00
238.00
199.00
318.00
279.00
327.00
289.00
421.00
156.00
326.00
280.00
162.00
175.00
280.00
293.00
260.00
206.00

PER CAPITA AVG $

253.69

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$ .
$
$
$
$
$

FIGURE 10

1994 COUNTY REVENUES FROM THE STATE

COUNTY

POPULATION

TOTAL
COUNTY
REVENUES
FROM STATE

TOTAL PER
CAPITA
COUNTY
REVENUES
FROM STATE

RURAL, STABLE POPULATIONS
OF 7,000-15,000

AITKIN
CHIPPEWA
CLEARWATER
COTTONWOOD
JACKSON
KANABEC
LAC QUI PARLE
LAKE
MARSHALL
MURRAY

NORMAN
PENNINGTON
PIPESTONE
POPE
ROCK
SIBLEY
STEVENS
SWIFT
WADENA
WATONWAN
WILKIN
YELLOW MEDICINE

12,951
13,123
8,371
12,732
11,637
13,207
8,727
10,398
10,766
9,568
7,839
13,327
10,413
10,839
9,813
14,484
10,597
10,885
13,207
11,612
7,417
11,598

4,958,287
$
4,480,181
$
3,127,328
$
4,994,559
$
4,021,240
$
3,754,273
.$
3,645,374
$
4,483,675
$
5,839,783
$
2,765,829
$
3,751,271
$
4,408,772
$
3,421,453
$
3,986,257
$
3,346,912
$
4,751,133
$
3,705,395
$
4,983,367
$
3,721,427
$
3,573,251
$
3,432,541
$
4,236,811
$
PER CAPITA AVG $

382.00
341.00
373.00
392.00
345.00
284.00
417.00
431.00
542.00
289.00
478.00
330.00
328.00
367.00
341.00
328.00
349.00
457.00
281.00
307.00
462.00
365.00

372.23

RURAL, SPARSELY POPULATED

BIG STONE
COOK
GRANT
KITTSON
LAKE OF THE WOODS
LINCOLN
MAHNOMEN
REDLAKE
TRAVERSE

6,025
4,088
6,169
5,601
4,288
6,803
5,130
4,466
4,343

45d

2,991,578
4,312,842
2,594,672
3,337,808
3,266,533
2,324,440
2,151,567
2,198,408
2,259,637
PER CAPITA AVG

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

496.00
1,055.00
420.00
595.00
761.00
341.00
419.00
492.00
520.00
566.56

FIGURE 11

UNRESERVED FUND BALANCES, 1989-1994
1989 TOTAL
GENERAL

1990 TOTAL
GENERAL

1991 TOTAL
GENERAL

FUND

FUND

FUND

UNRESERVED UNRESERVED UNRESERVED
BALANCE
BALANCE
BALANCE

1992 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
BALANCE

1993 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

UNRESERVE~

1994 TOTAL
1994 UNRESERVED
GENERAL
FUND BALANCES AS A
FUND
PERCENT OF TOTAL
UNRESERVED
CURRENT
BALANCE
EXPENDITURES

CENTRAL URBAN
COUNTIES
HENNEPIN
RAMSEY

35,905,233
58,769,542

38,178,738
62,757,018

41,484,615
74,581,148

47,974,800
81,513,311

63,033,999
92,601,343

51,614,128
102,341,229

8.1%
32.7%

16,881,810
4,140,244
752,604
5,831,669
1,865,463
4,565,216
9,857,221
7,301,942

18,213,252
3,254,001
570,445
8,883,119
1,732,916
7,114,089
10,773,183
6,377,654

21,572,091
3,984,228
538,081
12,252,194
2,625,028
9,988,741
12,157,665
6,391,420

26,347,198
5,585,876
928,625
16,902,819
1,974,347
11,757,847
14,548,738
6,070,793

32,651,669
8,757,846
1,696,844
25,652,960
2,363,819
10,241,744
16,146,239
6,925,406

30,596,594
9,862,472
2,363,129
28,920,995
2,111,143
11,518,389
18,701,566
6,458,550

25.8%
36.6·A,
12.9%
24.1%
16.1%
36.2%
26.0%
20.8%

1,749,802
2,532,842
3,113,704
2,601,737
5,539,740
617,533
2,555,063

2,109,759
2,314,815
3,453,221
2,417,411
5,612,201
431,228
3,808,244

2,423,990
2,474,097
3,679,621
1,729,947
6,942,412
1,222,135
4,154,063

2,376,251
3,088,261
3,871,005
1,677,240
7,086,142
1,533,110
4,132,667

2,127,195
3,228,869
3,937,126
1,592,324
6,320,062
1,452,319
4,609,878

1,828,371
3,539,360
4,005,371
1,631,081
6,181,225
1,830,955
4,284,374

12.4%
16.9%
13.7%
16.0%
10.3%
12.4%
19.4%

-234,932
4,524,835
2,385,924
1,185,468
3,315,257
4,381,190
1,424,073
2,751,258
501,042
1,321,877
1,946,983
4,087,636
3,281,885
2,858,487
2,347,110
7,226,754

-558,909
6,110,307
2,778,979
1,188,037
3,077,294
3,955,052
1,369,879
2,594,545
751,170
1,146,834
2,203,127
3,907,380
2,998,693
3,803,818
2,454,017
7,150,279

-342,541
5,439,853
5,724,200
1,399,413
2,819,425
3,932,552
1,502,642
2,385,789
668,589
1,038,585
1,969,884
2,925,285
3,147,410
4,735,711
2,926,250
7,306,690

477,737
5,201,437
6,902,410
1,023,119
2,560,874
3,202,257
1,826,435
2,042,598
311,655
1,336,737
2,294,751
1,531,755
3,137,457
2,264,901
2,919,936

1,290,268
5,018,733
7,776,865
692,475
. 2,196,918
4;094,344
1,934,191
2,309,827
341,195
1,598,969
2,370,091
1,798,371
3,284,718
2,501,535
2,798,199
4,867,374

2,596,661
5,225,865
9,648,667
91,727
1,840,801
3,017,422
1,630,738
1,775,708
1,351,446
1,847,713
3,511,450
3,880,844
3,455,117
2,559,159
2,270,631
6,225,185

14.6%
20.8%
38.5%
0.7%
8.8%
13.0%
21.1,%
11.5%
19.8%
18.8%
20.0%
20.2%
36.7%
69.2%
9.3%
54.2%

TWIN CITIES
SUBURBAN COUNTIES
ANOKA
CARVER
CHISAGO
DAKOTA
ISANTI
SCOTT

WASHINGTON
WRIGHT

RURAL COUNTIES
WITH INCREASING
POPULATIONS OVER
7,000
BENTON
CASS
CROW WING
HUBBARD
OLMSTED
PINE
SHERBURNE

RURAL COUNTIES
WITH STABLE
POPULATIONS OVER
15,000
BECKER
BELTRAMI
BLUE EARTH
BROWN
CARLTON
CLAY
DODGE
DOUGLAS
FARIBAULT
FILLMORE
FREEBORN
GOODHUE
HOUSTON
ITASCA
KANDIYOHI
KOOCHICHlNG

6,369,~74

45e

FIGURE 11

UNRESERVED FUND BALANCES, 1989-1994
1989 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

1990 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

1991 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

1992 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

1993 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
BALANCE

4,491,713
2,139,150
1,735,512
4,200,894
986,771
1,489,579
2,917,268
10,009,767
1,057,003
3,405,230
7,974,136
2,925,834
1,696,571
5,398,857
4,079,275
1,303,005
6,650,365
2,909,981
8,243,843
2,095,371
1,128,192
1,271,969
2,010,912

4,313,467
1,838,947
1,772,049
4,413,703
1,090,539
1,590,372
3,203,353
8,807,501
1,298,243
3,358,171
8,750,669
1,213,066
1,863,723
3,082,378
3,934,918
2,057,065
9,296,487
3,021,175
5,723,877
2,190,184
650,302
1,280,864
2,724,882

3,907,729
1,854,501
1,681,284
4,235,641
1,386,728
1,487,392
3,699,406
9,725,140
1,136,519
3,472,464
9,252,963
745,383
1,840,318
1,904,346
4,053,008
2,237,793
6,257,175
10,212,975
1,286,092
2,414,393
330,933
1,323,250
3,190,145

3,207,014
2,112,114
1,771,497
3,490,092
1,458,805
1,057,875
3,841,619
10,437,m
1,515,353
3,641,972
10,051,059
241,217
1,863,322
1,654,572
3,801,737
2,491,598
6,987,455
7,563,508
1,517,917
2,559,735
375,742
1,107,255
3,615,781

3,137,035
2,363,229
1,806,535
3,781,172
1,605,590
1,225,578
4,344,193
11,863,740
1,431,024
3,989,857
10,620,583
1,984,706
1,845,626
1,415,395
3,882,473
2,658,711
8,138,288
9,341,833
2,091,981
2,723,605
194,459
1,250,966
2,877,858

1,961,563
2,802,341
1,924,477
940,420
2,080,358
1,767,747
4,115,382
14,053,229
2,200,163
4,525,380
10,030,640
2,121,903
2,073,189
1,735,954
3,663,550
2,800,099
10,268,262
4,169,837
11,528,060
2,638,521
579,665
1,307,064
3,202,768

16.2%
29.1%
22.8%
5.8%
20.0%
14.2%
22.6%
77.0%
15.5%
42.8%
35.9%
10.5%
20.0%
15.7%
17.4%
36.6%
20.8%
34.5%
7.8%
17.5%
6.4%
14.6%
16.6%

1,972,682
4,352,719
580,792
1,219,635
1,850,950
1,027,675
971,299
1,637,613
2,641,551
598,698
774,173
812,197
1,074,711
1,145,367
1,717,169
1,856,916
1,078,382
2,185,114

1,665,203
4,609,652
542,325
1,214,320
1,716,798
1,103,010
922,784
1,973,221
2,626,074
538,477
766,384
869,312
553,356
1,457,186
1,862,487
1,274,101
1,199,796
4,123,308

964,546
5,281,608
375,722
1,587,869
1,911,694
937,824
968,982
1,552,662
2,029,875
679,489
937,241
609,071
791,661
1,750,230
1,803,168
1,084,232
380,297
4,432,196

-448,789
4,475,790
376,500
1,884,210
1,516,083
1,035,081
1,121,026
1,962,762
1,507,098
784,936
786,576
795,495
890,764
1,894,966
1,450,996
972,251
581,716
4,475,640

1,259,391
3,972,609
1,133,481
2,146,190
1,252,258
1,361,585
930,304
2,695,432
1,206,845
614,742
771,390
724,831
423,790
1,861,132
1,800,981
976,322
4,163,929
4,189,492

2,344,302
3,192,502
1,922,945
2,191,451
1,636,012
1,442,293
1,107,116
3,088,597
898,603
1,041,379
640,803
870,786
1,660,488
2,488,892
1,745,738
1,034,011
1,966,432
4,072,946

19.8%
34.4%
23.7%
23.3%
19.2%
18.6%
21.4%
31,3%
11.1%
21.2%
10.5%
10.2%
28.8%
41.9%
30.4%
10.6%
32.2%
50.7%

1994 TOTAL
1994 UNRESERVED
GENERAL
FUND BALANCES AS A
FUND
PERCENT OF TOT AL
UNRESERVED
CURRENT
BALANCE
EXPENDITURES

RURAL COUNTIES
WITH STABLE
POPULATIONS OVER
15,000, CONT.
LESUEUR
LYON

MARill!
MCLEOD
MEEKER
MILLE LACS
MORRlSON

MOWER
NlCOLLET
NOBLES
OTTER TAlL
POLK
REDWOOD
RENVILLE
RlCE
ROSEAU
STEARNS
STEELE
ST. LOUIS
TODD
WABASHA
WASECA
WINONA
RURAL COUNTIES
WITH STABLE
POPULATIONS OF 7,00015,000
AITKIN
CHIPPEWA
CLEARWATER
COTTONWOOD
JACKSON
KANABEC
LAC QUI PARLE
LAKE
MARSHALL
MURRAY
NORMAN
PENNINGTON
PIPESTONE
POPE
ROCK
SIBLEY
STEVENS
SWIFT

45f

FIGURE II

UNRESERVED FUND BALANCES, 1989-1994
1989 TOTAL
1990 TOTAL
GENERAL
GENERAL
FUND
FUND
UNRESERVED UNRESERVED
BALANCE
BALANCE

1991 TOTAL
1992 TOTAL
GENERAL
GENERAL
FUND
FUND
UNRESERVED UNRESERVED
BALANCE
BALANCE

1993 TOTAL
GENERAL
FUND

UNRESERVED
BALANCE

1994 TOTAL
1994 UNRESERVED
GENERAL
FUND BALANCES AS .'
PERCENT OF TOTAL
FUND
UNRESERVED
CURRENT
BALANCE
EXPENDITURES

RURAL COUNTIES
WITH STABLE
POPULATIONS OF 7,000.
15,000, CONT.
WADENA
WATONWAN
WILKIN
YELLOW MEDICINE

1,284,951
1,024,491
1,482,226
1,511,815

941,815
1,120,005
1,757,590
985,868

653,505
1,364,198
2,033,381
1,361,513

408,654
1,533,049
2,418,722
1,410,098

470,897
1,660,862
2,731,178
1,464,838

822,801
1,769,387
2,648,567
1,211,871

9.7%
20.8%
43.1%
16.5%

613,272
2,633,089
519,894
1,755,856
1,597,043
1,029,474
117,705
2,179,470
225,736

691,340
3,054,854
407,355
1,693,929
1,852,614
1,026,261
125,849
1,920,539
284,137

504,597
3,723,509
411,363
1,598,244
1,483,369
896,263
255,186
2,006,874
206,434

594,584
1,029,724
324,286
1,381,227
368,990
707,635
246,259
1,954,067
286,269

524,827
3,188,428
346,458
1,360,935
1,746,041
735,840
291,994
2,329,341
380,660

543,186
2,972,138
467,163
1,3n,887
1,899,978
n9,973
891,259
2,450,798
569,854

10.0%
44.5%
10.1%
30.2%
43.3%
18.2%
19.5%
74.0%
13.8%

RURAL, SPARSELY
POPULATED
COUNTIES
BIG STONE
COOK
GRANT
KITfSON
LAKE OF THE WOODS
LINCOLN
MAHNOMEN
REDLAKE
TRAVERSE

45g

FIGU RE 12

Tren ds in Cou nty Unreserved General Fund Balances,
1990 -94

Unruer ved Fund Balance

(In milllioM)
.
$500.0 .....- - - - -

~

c.n

::Y

J611.11

~.

r

340.11 1320.0

I

.
I

!

!

1990

!

1991

I

1992

1993
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I

Yean

*'!'Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1994, Decemb er 31). Guide
to city and county fund b<tlances. St Paul,
MN. Author. pp. 6.
.

FIGURE 13

County Unreserved (General Fund Balances as a
P·ercent of Total Current Expenditures, 1990-94

20%

r,- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

15% \-

.

+:>
U1
~.

5% \--..

0%

1990
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1m
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**Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1994, December 31). Guide to city and copnty fund balances. St Paul.
MN, Author. pp. 5.

FIGURE 14

Change in Unreserved General Fund Balances for Minnesota
Counties, 1993·94

LEGEND
Percent Change

0

Over +10%

~

Zero to +10%

m

Zero. to ·10%

Over ·10%

**Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1994, December 31). Guide to city and county fund balances. St Paul,

:M'N: Author. pp. 7.

FIGURE 15

1990 EXPENDITURES OF COUNTIES IN SELECTED STATES

GEN.
POPULATION GOVERNMENT

EDUCATION

WELFARE

HOSPITALS

HEALTH

HIGHWAYS

PUBLIC
SAFETY

NAT.
PARKS AND
TOTAL
PER CAPITA
RESOURCES RECREATION EXPENDITURES EXPENDITURES

MINNESOTA

4,567,000

147,134,000

0

1,172,027,000

249,604,000

190,338,000

448,354,000

262,9413,000

32,212,000

26,012,000

3,187,929,000

698.04

'o.RIZONA

2,453,000

297,400,000

14,118,000

268,983,000

205,089,000

98,731,000

172,939,000

282,929,000

73,800,000

16,630,000

2,037,090,000

830.45

COLOIRADO

3,656,000

205,361,000

3,167,000 .

303,607,000

27,302,000

57,172,000

201,625,000

169,255,000

7,998,000

29,289,000

1,398,618,000

382.55

IOWA

2,829,000

147,'134,000

0

124,978,000

261,095,000

94,935,000

282,366,000

84,452,000

14,861,000

16,527,000

1,221,550,000

431.80

KANSAS

2,554,000

151,160,000

0

26,155,000

125,335,000

78,494,000

189,231,000

107,067,000

27,957,000

20,738,000

1,072,837,000

420.06

KENTUCKY

3,827,000

102,264,000

0

10,209,000

122,617,000

114,242,000

133,182,000

142,016,000

3,475,000

12,328,000

1,143,633,000

298.83

\tAINE

1,240,000

14,751,000

0

1,118,000

6,000

241,000

2,294,000

32,362,000

1,029,000

17,000

68,292,000

55.07

VlISSOURI

5,278,000

167,566,000

32,000

11,004,000

157,196,000

60,872,000

179,198,000

146,034,000

29,000

26,259,000

1,035,042,000

196.10

)KLAHOMA

3,258,000

97,565,000

3,379,000

11,601,000

103,795,000

28,858,000

167,063,000

70,462,000

5,801,000

13,670,000

726,491,000

222.99

JREGON

3,086,000

220,143,000

0

24,604,000

6,407,000

210,208,000

216,097,000

208,266,000

16,956,000

17,650,000

1,332,536,000

431.80

NASHINGTON

5,343,000

369,340,000

183,000

9,776,000

5,247,000

206,056

324,894

337,153,000

30,055,000

105,223,000

1,792,762,000

335.53

NISCONSIN

5,082,000

29,105,500

3,203,300

693,993,000

296,862,000

342,203,000

354,469,000

322,099,000

47,315,000

143,431,000

2,960,509,000

582.55
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Figure 16

Number of Cities with Populations Over 2,500 in Selected Counties

1993
Population
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0
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10
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Minnesota's 87 counties are directed by the State Constitution and statutes to deliver services.
Over the past two decades county government has evolved from an administrative arm of the
state to a more independent fiscal and policy making level of government. Minnesota counties, as
a whole, have always played a major role in the delivery of services, which is reflected by the
increasing number of expenditures and legislative mandates for the delivery of governmental
services by counties.
Fiscal constraints imposed upon counties dating back to the 1970's have forced counties,to pursue,
alternative ways to effectively and efficiently deliver all types of services. It has become
increasingly difficult for areas that have growing populations to provide a number of services
. through traditional means. Similarly, ill areas where the population is decreasing, traditional
services are more difficuh to deliver, and it is nearly impossible to provide new services. Hence,
there is sometimes a wide disparity of service levels and services between counties, even though
many minimum service levels are set by the state legislature.
Counties have several options available to them for delivering services. They have the option of
providing services through their own staff: by contracting out to private and non-profit sector
providers, or by joining with other counties. There are also a number of additional options
counties use to reduce the rising per capita cost of services. Cooperative agreements amongst
counties or between counties and other governmental entities may produce results that improve
the efficiency and!or effectiveness of some services. These agreements are based on the premise
that individual functions may need a different geographical or population threshold if maximum
efficiency or effectiveness is to be achieved. This chapter of the report will focus on
intergovernmental cooperative efforts to improve the efficiency and the delivery of services.

.Inter-local Cooperation
Inter-local cooperation can be defined as the voluntary joining of two or more governmental units
to achieve common goals related to local government service delivery. 1 In Minnesota, the
metropolitan counties represent a small geographic area of the total state area, yet funding to
provide services tends to concentrate in urban areas. Concentration ofeconomic and political
resources often lead to an inequity between rural counties and urban counties. Inter-county
cooperation in the rural areas allows local governments to administer and plan for a larger

lMinnesota State Planning Agency, Office of Local and Urban Affairs. (1975). Interlocal
cooperation: A manual about the Minnesota Joint Powers Act. 81. Paul, MN: Author, 3-5.
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geographic and population base. All partners usually have equal partici
pation without concern for
size or population. 2 Also, while each county may be equally represented,
they are not required to
be represented on the board.
There are various forms of inter-local cooperation in Minnesota. Comm
only used, and discussed
in some detail in this chapter, is the joint power s agreement. Local entities
may also choose to use
a less structured agreement such as a cooperative agreement. In such
an agreement, for example,
a township or municipality may contract with the county for law enforc
ement services, which the
township or city cannot provide on its own due to limited resources or
other considerations. In
such a case, it is not necessary to have a formal board of representative
s from each governmental
entity to oversee the service provision.

Minne sota's Joint Exercise of Powers Act (Minn esota Statut es 471.59
)3
The Minnesota Joint Exercise ofPow ers Act was established in 1943
to respond to the pressing
needs and r1-sing costs of services for localju.risdictions. The statute allows
two or more
governmental units to enter into a agreement. The Act grants broad author
ity for inter-local
cooperation; however, it does specifically identifY the type ofunit s which
can cooperate, which
may include the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

All cities
All counties
All townships
All school districts
Other subdivisions such as sewer or water districts, or any other unit
which is
defined by the legislature to be a political subdivision
Adjoining state political subdivisions
Any agency of Minnesota
Any agency in the United States

The two forms of inter-local cooperation used most frequently in Minne
sota are shared power
agreements and service contracts. Shared power agreements permit units
ofgovernment to come
togeth er to provide a common service. Service contracts allow one govern
mental unit to sell a
service to another. However, these two methods do not cover the variety
ofpractices Minnesota
communities use to cooperate. Listed below are ten types of cooperative
practices currently used
by Minnesota communities:

2Honadle, Beth Walter. Choices for change: A guide to local govern
ment cooperat1on and
restructuring in Minnesota. St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Extension Service
, University. OfMinnesota.
1995. 12-15.
3Appendix 2 contains a copy ofMinnesota Statutes, Sec. 471.59.
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1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.
9.
10.

Personal contracts or informal cooperation
Parallel action
Joint agencies
Service contracts
Conferences and informa'tional activities
Financial cooperation
Easements
Regional associations oflocal governments
Cooperative authorities
Non-profit corporations

In 1992, the House Research Department did a study on the uses of the Joint Powers Act in

Minnesota. The following table taken from the study indicates the most common agreements
associated (listed in descending order).with different units of government. 4

Figure 17:
Joint Powers Agreements by Type of Government
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Source: House Research Department 1992. p.5.
The results ofthe study indicates that counties are the most frequent participants in joint powers
agreements. Seventy-nine percent of all county respondents use shared responsibility agreements.
These agreements encompass a broad union ofjoint powers to provide state mandated services
and directed functions. The strict.er guidelines and the rising costs for solid waste and human
services mandated by the State is one of the major reasons why several counties are entering joint
agreements. (A case study on solid waste removal agreements will be presented later in this
chapter). Counties mainly use service contracts for law enforcement activities.
4Minnesota State Planning Agency. Office ofLocal and Urban Affairs. 30.
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Figure 18:
Count y Service Contracts and Shared Responsibilities by
Activity.

Activity

Services Contracts

Shared Responsibility

Solid/Hazardous Waste Mgmt.

0

16

Conimunity Health

0

13

Law Enforcement

6

10

Flood Water Management

0

12

Job Training

0

7

Emergency!Ambulance Service$

0

6-

ComputerlInfonnation Services

0

6
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AlI Others

0
'.
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Source: House Resear ch Depar tment, 1992. p.9.

Exceptions to the rule
All units entering agreem ents must have the legal authority to provid
e a service. The law clearly
requires that there must be "a commonality of powers. " The two main
exceptions to this rule are:
A

Subdivision 8, added in 1973, permits any local govern ment unit to
request the
county to provid e a service or function even if the county has no author
ity to
provide the service itself This prevents the county from making a profit
from the
provision of new services.

B.
Subdivision 10, which allows a requesting governmental unit that does
not have
the auPtority to provid e a service to enter ail agreement With anothe
r supplyfug unit of
government that does.
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The House Research Study found that very few'governmental units utilize these new provisions,
which may be related to a lack of information about these amendments. 5
Basic Requirements for a Joint Powers Agreement

According to Minnesota Statutes,. a joint powers agreement has at least two elements:
(1) the purpose ofthe agreement and (2) how the agreement shall be achieved.
In some cases, a joint agreement may require no more than a regular meeting of officials, while

others may require more elaborate administration, coordination, or planning. Agreements can call
for the use of a joint board comprised of members of all the participating counties. The purpose of
such a board is to oversee and ensure efficient and equitable operation of the agreement. The
resources necessary for the administrative apparatus depends upon the goals of the arrangement. 6
Funding, Resources and Other Considerations for Inter-local Cooperation

Funding varies with the type ofjoint service to be provided. For example, fire service is usually
based on the property vallie of the community/county. Public funds may be allocated for
disbursements under the agreement. All forms offunding must be clearly listed in the agreement.
Sources of funds, resources and the method of delivery can all be points of contention between
counties. While all counties want to minimize expenditures, different counties face different
service pressures, Some counties may withdraw from an intergovernmental agreement if they feel
their return is less than what they are paying in. Before entering into an agreement they must
determine the cost and administrative constraints they will operate under both with and without
the agreement. Counties which enter service contracts must make sure that providing the service
to another county (or other entity) will actually result in a per unit or aggregate reduction of
expenditures for their own county.
Counties must also consider the non-quantifiable cost of entering an agreement, such as the
response of citizens to the new level of service. Citizens must also be willing to give up some local
contr()l over a particular service. Another consideration from the citizens' point ofview would be
whether or not the formality or informality of a joint powers agreement affects the level ~f
acceptance of cooperative efforts. Some may not want their local services to be formally tied to
oth~r communities, while others may prefer a more formal agreement to an informal one.

5 Minnesota House of Representatives. House Research Department. (1992). Uses of the
Joint Exercise of Powers Act. St. Paul, MN: Author. 12.

6Minnesota State Planning Agency. 22.
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Advantages of Cooperative Agreements
Cooperative agreements and joint powers agreements have a number of advantages over county
boundary adjustments in creating more efficient or effective services or service areas. They
require only very limited government restructuring, they provide versatility and flexibility in
service delivery, and they allow counties the ability to contract or franchise county services. All of
these advantages provide the county with the opportunity to offer more effective and efficient
services while still maintaining their own identities.

Limited Government Restructuring
Many conflicting codes and jurisdictional problems can be avoided through cooperative
agreements. Cooperative and joint powers agreements can focus on the needs rather than the
politically sensitive issues of government restructuring or formal consolidation. If cities, counties,
and townships can reach an agreement, they can avoid costly and time consuming strategies such
as incorporation, annexation or duplicate of services.

Versatility and Flexibility
Cooperative and joint powers agreements between counties can be amended to adapt to new
situations very easily for conditions ranging from participation, organization, and finances to
administration. Inter-local cooperation has an additional advantage ofbeing able to add new
governmental units over time should they desire to participate in the cooperative delivery of a
particular service without having to commit themselves to jointly providing all services. Units of
government can also easily be either added or deleted from agreements. Customarily joint powers
agreements (1 )have a specific termination date; (2)have no ending date at all; (3)may be
terminated if all parties decide to end an agreement; and (4) can be terminated or renewed based
on a periodic review. Cooperation is politically feasible, it focuses attention on efficiency, and
usually no new units or departments of government are created or dissolved. 7

Protecting the Local Identity
Many citizens are strongly attached to their independent county government. A joint powers or
cooperative agreement only gives up limited autonomy, while retaining the local identity. Locally
elected or appointed officials are still responsible for the provision ofthe service. Cooperative
agreements do not require voter approval, as would be required with a consolidation or merger.
While the county may be giving up partial control over the administration of a fimction, the unit of
government does not lose its political identity or need to adjust their boundary. Hence, citizens
are less concerned that several units of governments Will be merged into one single entity and that
they would then subsequently lose local voter/taxpayer control.

7Minnesota Stilte Planning Agency. Office of Local a.i:ld Urban Affairs. 3-5.
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Contracting and Franchising County. Services
Joint pow~r agreements can often reduce the cost of contracting with private and non-profit
vendors for the delivery of specific services due to economies of scale. For several decades, local
governments contracted for services such as engineering, architectural, and legal services; this has
become popularly known as as public-private partnerships or in some cases, even ''privatization.''
Over the past two decades contracting out has become' an increasingly appealing method for
counties to save money by either increasing the productivity, reducing the cost, improving the
quality of services, or limiting the size of government.
Franchising is used when the government entirely gives a private enterprise exclusive rights to
provide a service. This method removes the government from the actual delivery ofthe service
while ensuring that (1) the service is available, (2) minimum performance standards aJ;'e met, and
(3) rates/prices are set at an affordable level 8
Efficiency and Reduction of Costs

Lower per capita cost is one of the most obvious reasons counties cooperate. Cooperation
enlarges the scale ofprovision, so counties can take advantage of economies of scale. A smaller
unit of government has the advantage of combining resources with a larger unit of government.
Joint contracting may also reduce the potential excess cQsts of services for the larger unit'because
they will be able to utilize excess capacity. Such agreements have an advantage over outright
county consolidation, where smaller units lose their ability to choose the optimum level of service
and are forced to accept all services from their consolidatioJ.1 partner rather than for selected
services. Another disadvantage that is avoided with joint agreements (but is associated with
boundary changes), is the increase in the service demands on the newly expanded county which
may require either an expanded county wide tax base or a county tax rate increase.
Disadvantages of Cooperative Agreements
The advantages of inter-local cooperation make it sound like an ideal method to deal with service
delivery, particularly in small rural areas. However, cooperative agreements requires voluntary
consensus be achieved and maintained amongst participants which can be difficult over the long
term. Should one or more participating parties withdraw, the entire cooperative agreement could
fail

Establishing and Maintaining an Agreement
Reaching consenSUs can be very difficult if counties or communities have different sentiments
regarding the shared service. Counties may disagree with the quantity, quality, or method of
service delivery. Cooperation is adversely affected if the parties are not willing to compromise.
8Benton, Edwin 1., and Donald C. Menzel. (1992, March). "Contracting and franchising
.services in Florida." Urban Affairs Qyarterly, (27). 436-437.
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For example, one party to the agreement may have a different perception ofwha
t method and
what level of service is necessary and appropriate at a given or preferred level
of cost. Some
communities may be in favor of active or passive neighborhood patrolling by
law enforcement
personnel, while others may prefer less frequent patrolling (or one person versus
two person
patrols). Since cooperative agreements are voluntary, some units ofgovernme
nts may decide to
pullout if their expectations or preferences are not honored or met. 9
Unequal Partnerships

Local services are often purchased from another unit ofgovernment. If one
unit of government is
more powerful, it may have an unfair advantage when negotiating the terms
ofthe agreement. In
other words, one community or county can take advantage of a less power
ful or smaller
community, especially if they have a competitive advantage to begin with.
Cooperation can be Limiti ng

The consensus required for cooperative agreements may result in overly limited
or restrictive
agreements. Some cities may not want to give up sufficient local discretionary
authority to .
provide services such as police or
protection after having complete control for decades.
Hence, county officials may need to enter agreements where they can reach
a consensus only if
cooperation might be beneficial for other services as well 10

fire

Problems with the Joint Powers Act
Aside from the disadvantages with the Joint Powers Act, there are a few other
problems counties,
cities and towns mentioned in the House Research Survey. The overwhelming
majority of
governmental units surveyed had few problems with the law; ofthe 211 respon
ses only four ofthe
counties had any complaints at all The few problems mentioned are listed
below:

A

There is a confusion with regard to the actual powers that can be given to
a joint
powers board. This is a problem not only for counties, but for cities and townsh
ips
as well

B.

A concern that the solid waste joint powers board do not have the authority
to
contract out solid waste facilities. There appears to be some confusion betwee
n the
guidelines provided by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and the Waste
Management Board.

~onadle,
l~onadle,

Beth Walter. 12.
Beth Walter. 15-17.
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The Act can be very overwhelming for the provision of small services. It may
be too difficult to adhere to the guidelines of the law. 11

C.

Case Studies

This section focusses on the types ofjoint powers agreements certain local governmental entities
are utilizing in an attempt to illustrate the diversity of applications of a joint powers agreements.
It is nearly impossible to know the total number ofjoint powers agreements currently in use in
Minnesota, but the Region vm Development Commissions has done its own inventory ofjoint
powers agreements in its region. They results of its survey are discussed in section A below.
Sections B, C, and D below look more closely at specific joint powers agreements such as two
solid waste joint powers agreements, and an agreement between nine counties in western
Minnesota which cooperate extensively for a variety of services.
A. Region VIII Survey Results

Currently, the Minnesota State Auditor's Office does not have a composite list of all the joint
powers agreements that are in effect. However, some Regional Development Commissions have
attempted to inventory agreements. Appendix 4 includes a survey of cooperative agreements in
Region VIII, which offers information on current cooperative practices. The survey results were
derived from questionnaires; all nine counties in Region vm responded (refer to Appendix 4).
Many of the agreements were duplicative among local units of governments. There were a total of
97 separate agreements with a total of226 usages as reflected in the categories in ,Figure 19. As
noted in Appendix 4, Cottonwood(51), Nobles(23), Redwood(26), Rock(27) and Murray (40)
employ the most frequent use ofjoint powers in the delivery of services. 12 The table below,
summarizes the survey results:

Figure 19:
Summary of Cooperative Agreements by Area of Service Delivery

% of 226 Total Uses
6.19
1.33

llMinnesota House of Representatives, Research Department. 13.

12

Southwest Regional Development Commission. (1995). 1995 joint powers study.
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Service Area

% of 226 Total Uses

% of 97Agr eemen ts

Family Services

5.75

6.19

Health Services

7.52

9.28

Transportation

8.41

9.28

Senior Services

3.98

5.15

Law Enforcement

11.95

15.46

Waste and Recycling

8.85

7.22

Water

15.49

15.46

Planning

8.85

4;12

21.68

21.66

100%

1000/0

Other

Total

'.

Source: Southwest Regional Development Commission, 1995.

B. Region VIII Solid Waste Joint Powers Agreement
The Southwest Regional Solid Waste Commission (SRSWC) is a joint
power s board that consists
of twelve counties - Cottonwood, Jackson, Lac qui Parle, Lincoln, Lyon,
Murray, Nobles,
Pipestone, Redwood, Renville, Rock and Yellow Medicine. (Appendix
4 includes a copy of this
agreement). All ofthese counties must comply with Minnesota Statute
s, Chapter 400, which
requires the management of solid waste. In response these counties have
entered a joint powers
agreement with the intention to provide the required public service to
benefit all twelve counties.
In March 1996, the commission completed a study analyzing the financi
al, environmental and
technical alternatives for solid waste removal which include composting,
co-composting, mass
burning waste to energy, refuse derived fuel processing, and land dispos
al Each section of the
Commission's analysis took into account the transportation ~d househ
old costs for each
alternative and the possibility ofgroundwater contamination for the entire
region. The Board is
currently deciding on which option to pursue. 13

13 Southw est Regional Development Comm
ission. "Regional reVIew of solid waste
alternatives." 1-5.
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C. Moorhead Area Joint Powers Agreement
Currently. eight counties in western Minnesota have a joint powers agreement for the disposal of
solid waste at two sites in the western region. The counties include Otter Tail, Grant, Traverse,
Wilkin, Stevens; Todd, Hubbard and Wadena. Becker County was initially interested in the
agreement, but found the financing fees to be too high. 14

D. Western Area City County Cooperative (WACCO)
WACCO encompasses a nine county area: Becker, Clay Douglas Ottertail, Pope Stevens,
Traverse, and Wilkin. It is open to any city or county within this region. Local needs are identified
and brought to the WACCO board for assistance that can be provided through the use of public
Of private resources. Exchanging and sharing of equipment, development of staff expertise, and
jointly sharing personnel are some ofthe services offered by the Cooperative. Appendix 4
contains a copy ofthe agreement establishing WACCO and its duties. This agreement indicates
the flex:ibi1~ ofjoint powers agreemep.ts.
Clay County, one of the participants in WACCO, is faced vAth decreasing revenues from state and
federal sources, an increasing demand for essential services, and rapidly escalating service delivery
costs in many areas, just as many other Minnesota counties are. Therefore, Clay County has found
alternative means to deliver services and reduce costs when possible. Clay County is currently
involved in joint efforts for out ofhome placement, corrections, and law enforcement, among
others, with the intent to contain costs, avoid duplication, and combine services where feasible.
Clay County alone has eighty joint powers agreements.

Conclusion
With the large number ofjoint powers agreements in existence, inter-local cooperation has
become easier to administer. However, according to the Office ofthe Minnesota State Auditor
and Minnesota Planning, many of these boards have failed to keep adequate records to assist in
evaluating the usefulness ofthese agreements over time. While these agreements are audited, the
boards are not required to submit the joint powers agreement itself: rather, they submit only their
financial statements. The greater availability of agreements and agreement records regarding
outcomes could serve as a model of inter-local practices for. other Minnesota counties.
Providing services jointly is the most popular inter-local trend nationally. IS It is being tried in
many states in addition to Minnesota. Joint service provision can aid in reaching interrelated goals
of air standards, solid waste disposal, and health and welfare services. It is unclear whether there

14Honadle, Beth Walter. 14.
1SShanahan, Eileen. (1991, August). Going it jointly: Regional solutions for local problems.
Governing. pp. 70-76.
56

are definite economies of scale in all service delivery agreements, since no independent
evaluations have been conducted in Minnesota. Regardless of these shortcomings, joint powers
agreements still remain one ofthe most common means ofintergovernmental cooperation, and are
easier to undertake when compared with consolidation or formal incorporation or annexation
procedures.
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The first phase of this report reviewed multiple factors which affect the size and composition of
county government. Some ofthese factors include: alternative service delivery methods,
economies of scale, demographic trends, local government management techniques, and legal and
political factors.! Chapter 1 provided an overview ofthe historical and political background of
Minnesota Counties. Chapter 2 discussed the roles and responsibilities of Minnesota Counties,
which also included a description of core county services. Chapter 3 analyzed per capita
eKpenditures by service are'a for different Minnesota Counties. Chapter 4 examined some of the
alternative efforts used by Minnesota Counties to deliver services. This final Chapter of.Phase I
will highlight the n;mjor conclusions based upon the preliminary research on the potentially ideal
geographic and population size of Minnesota Counties. .
Theoretical Views on the Optimal Size of Local Government

There are two major theoretical schools of thought regarding the optimal size oflocal
governments.
Traditional Reform School

This school of thought has been around for about a century and is primarily concerned with the
American trend of cities to create suburbs which leads to fragmentation oflocal government and
government services. Advocates of this school favor consolidated local governments for the
following reasons: 2
1. Consolidated governments are more efficient and effective than smaller governments
because duplicative costs and services can be reduced or perhaps eliminated thus creating
opportunities for economies ofscale. 3
2. Consolidation reduces the possibility of spillover costs or benefits onto neighboring
jurisdictions which are either not directly benefitting from the services provided, or are
not paying for the services which they are benefittin'g from For example, many county
services may benefit citizens in neighboring counties who do not pay for the services.
! Trueblood, MA & Honadle, B.W. (1994, April). An overview offuctQrs affectin~ the size
oflocal government: Staffpaper series. Department of Agriculture: University of Minnesota.
Studenski, P. (1930). The government ofrnetropolitan areas in the United States. New York:
New York National Municipal League.
2

3Trueblood and Honadle. pA.
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Consolidation will not necessarily eliminate all the spillover effects; howev
er, it is more
likely to prevent such problems.
3. Long range planning and decision making is easier. Coordination is
easier if there are
few units ofloca l government to coordinate amongst.
4. Decision making and service responsibility is more clearly defined,
and citizens will
recognize a clear pattern and line of accountability.
5. Consolidation is better able to match area needs with the appropriate
local resources. 4
The Traditional Reform perspective has lost academic popularity since
the 1960s, when many
citizens became disillusioned with big government.

Public Choice School
Over the past three decades the Traditi~na1 Reform School has been critiqu
ed by the Public
Choice perspective. In 1956, Charles Tiebou t's seminal article on public
choice, "A Pure Theory
of Local Expenditure," advocated the tendency towards fragmentation
as a better method for
local governments to perfor m competitively. S He further argued that
consolidated governments
are likely to act like monopolies and exploit land rents by raising per
capita property taxes and
increase government expenditures. Fragmentation will force governments
to act competItively .
and provide more efficient services at the lowest per capita cost, since
individuals will be able to
express their preferences for different levels of government service by
'\oting with their feet. ,>(;
Public Choice theorists such as Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren (1961)
did however acknowledge
that consolidated governments may be more effective at providing some
large scale services but
inefficient in providing other smaller scale services.
.
Public Choice researchers have examined the ''Leviathan hypothesis"
that questions whether
multiple governments keep per capita taxes and expenditures down. Four
studies since 1985 have
produc ed inconclusive results. One study (Oates, 1985r using interna
tional data and another
study (Forbes and Zampelli, 1989) using county level data found no suppor
t for the hypothesis

4 Fields,

M. 1. (1983). An Update on Local Government Consolidation in Virgini
a.
Newsletter. 60, 19-23.

S Tiebout, C. M. (1956) . A Pure Theory ofLoc
al Expenditure. JournalofEQlitical
Economy, 64, 416-424.

6Trueblood and Honadle. pp. 5
7

Oates, W. (1985). Searching for Leviathan: An empirical study. Ameri
can Economic

Review. 75. 748-757.
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that multiple governments keep taxes and expenditures down. 8 However, another Study using
county level data by Eberts and Gronberg, who looked at cities, found evidence to support this
hypothesis. 9
The Public Choice School has not come up with the definitive answer for determining the
optimum size of government. Critics of the Public Choice School argue that it overemphasizes the
consumer behavior of citizens, without considering the importance ofloca1 government in
producing services.
Opinions of local government by county officials in Minnesota seem somewhat aligned with the
Public Choice School. The information gathered from the surveys completed by county officials
from 30 Minnesota counties indicates that within Minnesota there is an overlap of services
between units oflocal governments, which mayor may not always be desirable. It could be
argued that it is far better to have fragmented governments which are close to the people rather
than having larger consolidated units of government which are not as accessible to citizens (this .
sentiment will be further explored in the following chapters which discuss the focus group
discussions and the survey results). Nevertheless, there are also those in Minnesota who favor
consolidation of government and of governmental services, which follows the philosophy ofthe
Traditional Reform School. Therefore, rather than choosing one theoretical framework, it is
important to consider both perspectives when evaluating the financial, demographic and
organizational trends of Minnesota counties.
A Summary of Demographic Trends in Minnesota
Minnesota Counties are often divided into six categories: (1) Urban, (2) Suburban, (3) 'Rural with
Increasing Populations, (4) Rural with Stable Populations Over 15,000, (5) Rural with Stable
Pppulations of7,000-15,000, and (6) Rural, Sparsely Populated Counties (counties with
populations less than 7,000).
As discussed earlier, the sparsely populated counties have the highest per capita expenditures.
One primary reason may be economies of scale. The cost per unit ofproducing a service varies
with population of the county. If the cost of producing a unit declines as the number of units
produced increases, then "economies of scale" exist. Per capita expenditures decline for services
that are provided to larger populations, since the fix~d cost are spread over a larger population
base.
'

Forbes, KF. & Zampelli, E.M (1989). Is Leviathan a mystical beast? American Economic
ReviID¥, 79,568-577.
8

Eberts, R W., & Gronberg, T. J. (1990). Structure, conduct and performance in the local
public sector. National Tax Journal 43, 163-173.
9
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Another factor that may affect economies of scale is the distribution cost of
delivering certain
services. The costs of distributing a service may increase or decrease depend
ent upon how an
increase or decrease in population or geographic size affects the methods
used to deliver the
service.
Population density may also influence the efficiency of services. Some counti
es are more
populated than others andlor have a higher population density, and, depend
ing on the service in
question, costs may be affected. 10 It is important to note that all services do
not have the same
economies of scale curves.
Rural Counties
Rural counties, as a whole, constitute 22% of all Minnesota counties, but
less than 10% of the
total state population. These counties have, on average, lower family income
s, higher
unemployment, and a larger percentage ofnon-workers, when compared
to the metro and
suburban counties. The Rural, Sparsely Populated Counties each have less
than 7,000 residents.
The average population for Minnesota counties is 50,209, the median popula
tion is 20,777, and a
total of 43 counties have a population below 20,000 (see Appendix 1). Thus,
if the sparsely
populated counties are spending the same amount ofmoney as other counti
es with populations
greater than 20,000, then the per capita expenditures will be significantly
higher in the sparsely
populated counties. 11 Overall, rural counties expend most of their money
on general government,
highways, and human service expenses (see Table 3, pages 70-71).
Another important demographic characteristic in explaining higher rural per
capita expenditures is
the higher average age of residents in rural counties than it is in metropolitan
counties. Many of
these residents may require more human, health, and social services. At the
turn ofthe century,
only 4% ofthe national population was over the age 65, by the year 2000,
the number estimated
at 13%.12 This trend has a significant impact on rural counties. As young
er residents move away
from rural areas for greater economic opportunity, there are fewer financi
al support systems for
the elderly. Over the past twenty years, the percentage of elderly in Minne
sota has grown by 35%
(Refer to Figure 20 ). Minnesota's fastest growing area of expenditure is health
and welfare.
Seventy percent ofthe growth in human services can be explained by the
increase in medical
assistance from 1980-1995. Increased caseloads explain most ofthe spendi
ng growth in Medical
Assistance. On average, the increased number ofparticipants explains this
growth, but average
cost of some programs is also a significant factor. While low income familie
s and children consist
10Trueblood & Honadle. pp. 13.
11 Hennepin County Office ofPlanning and Develo
pment. (1993, August). Col.Ul1y governance
issues: Background information. Minneapolis, MN: Author, 3.

12 Braaten, K (1991, Winter). Rural counties: The challenges ahead.
Intergovernmental
Perspective 17. 38-40.
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of 77% of the AFDC program recipients, they account for only 24% of the cost ofhuman
services. 13 Minnesota spends most of its Medical Assistance dollars on the aged, blind and
disabled. The table below provides the per capita expenditures for the three main categories
receiving the bulk of Medical Assistance.

Hu~an

Figure 20:
Service Expenditures Per Capita (in Constant FY 1995 Dollars)

Eligibility
Category

1975
Per Capita

1993
Per Capita

$83

$190

128%

35%

Blind at,ld Disabled

62

182

195%

39%

Families and Children

41

119

192%

Total

186

491

164%

Aged

Percent
Change

Percent of
Growth

."

26%

100%

Source: Department of Human Services, 1996.
A variety of factors influence spending on Medical Assistance. Federal and State governments
have made several changes that have increased the number of individuals who are eligIble for
Medical Assistance. For example pregnant women, who are not AFDC recipients, are now eligible
for Medical Assistance. Overall Minnesota chose to expand coverage when Federal programs
were left up to the State's discretion.
While individual counties have initiated considerable efforts to address rural health care issues,
state regulations and 'mandates that continue to raise the level of required services make it very
hard for counties to deliver and pay for programs that meet state standards. Rural health care in
sparsely populated counties can be jeopardized by unprofitable operations and hospital closings.
This causes a 'particular strain between the state and counties in the area ofhealth and human
services. In 1993, the Commission on Reform and Efficiency made recommendations for the state
. and county human service system The Commission concluded that a number of counties could
potentially reduce costs by consolidating public heahh and social service administration within
. health and human services districts. The population base for such districts would be smaller than

Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor. (1996, February). Trends ill state and local
government spending. St. Paul, MN: Author, 88-89.
13
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some ofthe larger single -coUnty districts. Efficiencies could also be realize
d through combining
administrative and support fimctions.

In 1992 the House Research Department examined the per capita expenditure
of social services
for all 87 counties. The following table is a demographic breakdown of the
rural sparsely
populated counties in Minnesota. 14

Figure 21:
Limited Demographic Breakdown of Rural, Sparsely Populated Count
ies In Minnesota

County

0/0 of Population Over
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All ofthese counties have an older population and a larger percent of the popula
tion receiving
public assistance than the state average. Also, many of these counties have
Indian reservations,
state forests, and no major tax base. These demographics and the high fixed
costs of many county
services have a compounded effect on per capita county expenditures.

House Research Department. (1995, August). County social services revenu
e and expenditures
report. St. Paul, MN: Author.
14
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Other factors that effect the rising cost of public services in these counties is the major shift of
population from rural to urban areas over the past two decades. While urban counties such as
Hennepin and R1lmsey struggle to provide services for a growing population, rural counties are
faced with the problem of how to continue services to declining populations. Rural counties are
faced with the growing problems of declining economic opportunity, education, transportation
and elderly care. Rural counties have the highest percentage o'fpoor families (13.0%), and
unemployment (7.9%), but the lowest in college enrollment (11.6%). Furthermore, the nUmber of
rural jobs are growing more slowly in rural and non-metropolitan counties. 15
Rural counties also spend a significant amount to maintain county highways. Rural roads
constitute the majority of Minnesota's road system. The abandonment of railroad systems further
compounds the cost·for Midwestern rural counties. County roads now used to transport
commodities were not originally built to carry heavy loads. Minnesota has a street and highway
system that covers approximately 130,000 miles. About 11% of the roads are in urban areas of the
state, but they carry, the majority of the traffic. While local roads in rural areas carry significantly
less traffic, they represent 88.5% of all road iniles. Overall spending per capita on highways is
higher than the national average. In 1992, Minnesota per capita spending on highway and transit
services was $414 and the nationwide average was $314 per capita. The Legislative Auditor
examined these spending trends and concluded that there are two main reasons why Minnesota
spends more per capita than the other states: 16
1. Minnesota has more miles of roads than all but four states. This difference is largely
due to the number of rural roads. About 89% ofthe roads are in non-urban areas ofthe
state and 79% of these roads are administered and maintained by the local governments.
2. Minnesota spends more per mile of road than the national average, especially for city
roads. This higher cost may be due to Minnesota's overall lower population density and
relatively large geographic area. Minnesota's population density is 22% lower than the
national average, but it has the 14th largest land area. Thus, Minnesota has more miles of
roads to maintain in order to promote intra-state commerce, despite a smaller population
base than most other states.

Suburban Counties
As indicated in Figures 3-6 at the end of Chapter 3, suburban counties have maintained the lowest
per capita expenditures between the years 1989-1994. The suburban zone now contains the
dominant share of the metropolitan population. In the 1980's, economic and political power

Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor. (1996, February). Trends in state and local
gOYerument SPending. pp.88-89.
15

16Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor. (1996, February). Trends in state and local
lNyemmeut spending. 122-124.
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shifted from the once dependent central city to suburbs. The business districts of the suburbs are
the major urban employment centers. As the suburbs continue to grow they will face problems
similar to those currently faced by central urban cities and urban counties. Compared to other
categories of counties, suburban counties spend the least amount on human services, which is due
primarily to the demographics of their population. 17 Suburban counties are also much more
densely populated, with a younger population than the sparsely populated rural counties. The
following table provides contrasting characteristics of the Suburban Counties. 18

Figure 22:
Limited Demographic Breakdown of Suburban Counties in Minnesota

County

%ofPOilulation
Over Age 65

% Receiving Public

Assistance

Popubdion
Density

5.5

4.4

617.5

Carver

2.5

146~~;

Chisago

5.4

79.4

Dakota

3,4.

Isanti

6.5

Scott

2.9;<

Washington

3.0

Anoka

Wright
9i8
Source: House Research Department 1995.

4.$>

386.5

;;·······;·;·l~~~g;

Suburban Counties have higher household incomes than all other categories of counties, hence
they do not have the same service demands as some areas do, especially in the category of social
services. Home1essness, acute poverty, chemical dependency and chronic illness occur less
frequently in suburban counties; they tend to be concentrated in the central cities.

Minnesota Office of the State Auditor. (1992, October 7). 1990 per capita SPendini of
Minnesota counties. St, Paul, MN: Author. Appendix A
17

House Research Department. (1995 August). County social services revenue and expenditures
~. St. Paul, MN: Author.
18
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Urban Counties
Urban counties are the most densely populated, and for that reason, many services are able to
achieve economies of scale. In addition many government services are provided in whole or in
part by municipalities. For instance, urban counties spend relatively less on highway expenditures
and general government. Urban counties also spend less than other counties for highway
maintenance, because they are generally geographically smaller entities than many larger rural
counties, hence county residents have to pay for fewer county highway miles. Urban counties
may, however, take on more responsibility of providing more health, human services, housing,
and economic development activities than rural counties as a result of their more diverse
populations and expanded number of needs. On the other hand, urban populations may need more
economic development and employment training programs, and higher population and population
densities may pose a challenge for infrastructure maintenance and service delivery.
Economic growth and the distribution of services may favor urban and suburban counties. While
.Ramsey and Hennepin Counties represent a relatively small geographic area, they have a large

pool of economic and human resources that allows them to invest in community development
activities. Further demographic characteristics of urban and suburban counties allow them to
undertake a different mixture of county activities while still avoiding some of the administrative
problems ofless populated counties; large geographic counties and small rural counties.

Efficient and Effective Local Government Size
This section seeks to explore briefly ways that counties have increased the efficiency of services
delivery and demonstrates that Minnesota counties are actively involved in determining the
optimal size and population for service delivery areas for selected county services.

Managerial Efficiency
An important aspect in determining the ideal county size would be to assess whether services are
being provided efficiently. Economies of size can be mistaken for efficient service delivery. Some
may argue that the larger the market the lower per capita costs. But the quality of services may
suffer as a result. Deller and Nelson (1991) conducted a study to analyze managerial efficiency in
road production in Minnesota, Wisconsin and lllinois. The authors concluded that larger
jurisdictions would be more efficient than smaller jurisdictions for the provision of road
production. Deller and Nelson also concluded that state governments might be better off
contracting for road services, rather than providing the services themselves. 19

Deller, S. C., & Nelson, C.R. (1991). MeaSuring the efficiency of producing rural road
services. American Journal of Airlcuhural Economics. 194-201.
19
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Regional Coordination as a Planning Strategy
Fiscal challenges faced by many counties have forced county officials to pursue
alternative ways
to effectively and efficiently deliver seIVices. In Chapter 4 we noted that throug
h joint powers
agreements and other regional cooperative efforts, some counties have been
able to improve
efficiency in providing public safety, environment protection, health and human
services. By
jointly providing seIVices, county governments avoid some ofthe duplicative
costs of providing
expensive seIVices such as solid waste disposal. Smaller counties that have
higher per capita costs
have joined together to provide social seIVices for their residents.
Jointly, counties have come together for the purposes of attaining grants under
the State
Community Health SeIVices program. In addition counties like Lincoln, Lyon,
and Murray
Counties have come together to provide joint social seIVices programs.
These three counties combined consist of 1,943 square miles, with a popula
tion of 41,189 and
their per capita cost of providing social services is $175. Other counties with
smaller population
size, such as Goodhue and Sherburne, have lower per capita expenditures
for social seIVices, $98
and $96 respectively. These lower costs may be due to a more concentrated
population which
may reduce the delivery cost of social seIVices. However, counties with larger
sizes, such as
Aitkin and Cass, have similar per capita expenditures that are higher for social
seIVices, $174 and
$168 respectively. These differences could be attributed to the cost of deliver
ing social seMces to
a larger area.
From these comparisons it might be suggested that Lincoln, Lyon, and Murra
y are able to keep
per capita costs low by providing seIVices to a larger geographic area. Joint
Powers allow these
counties to absorb larger social seIVices costs, while spreading the econom
ic cost over a larger
reglOn.
Regional coordination has also been advantageous in terms of environment
al planning. Milou
Carolan discusses five benefits to regional environmental planning. 20
1. Consistent laws: Regional planning often times results in consistent local
laws, policies
and practices. This may permit a better environment for coordination.
2. Effic~ent resource management: While regional coordination can be
more time
. consuming, it allows communities to share resources to achieve a workable
environmental protection strategy.
3. Shared liabilities: The cost oflegal liabilities can be reduced if severa
l jurisdictions are

committed.

Carolan, M. (1990, March). Regional approaches to environmental manag
ement. F.ubliQ
Management. .15-20.
20

67

4. Increased political power: An organized cooperative allows communities to leverage
public support for environmental initiatives.
5. Easier public education: Communities can share information and innovative
techniques when they are cooperating to provide a service.
Most ofthe growth ofMinne~ota's environmental spending from 1972 to 1992 can be explained
.by the growth in the expenditures for solid waste management, which has increased by 300% over
the 20 year period. The creation oflandfills for solid waste disposal can be extremely costly, and
counties have come to realize that they can reduce costs by having one or several regional landfills
rather than one landfill per county. This has benefitted counties with smaller populations that do
not create a high volume of solid waste.
Measuring the Quality of Services in Minnesota Counties

No comprehensive 'effort has been made in Minnesota to determine the quality of services offered
by a county. While different county and state service departments sporadically evaluate their own
agency and programs, there are no general studies that assess resident satisfaction with the
services they need and receive. Professionals within the field of county government feel that it
would be a highly politicalized issue to compare the quality of services provided among counties.
As mentioned earlier, Sharon Lawrence (the National Association of Counties), Archie Stephens,
(the Executive Director of the Arizona Association of Counties) and James Mulder (the Executive
Director ofthe Association of Minnesota Counties) feel that it would be impossible to
quantitatively measure the quality of services provided. Different types of counties are faced with
different demands depending on their geographic and demographic characteristics.
For these reasons, the researchers of this report concluded that it was beyond the scope and scale
of resources available to assess the quality of the core services provided by all 87 Minnesota
counties. Rather, we have examined per capita expenditure as a proxy for comparing level and
types of services provided and demanded. The analysis of county per capita expenditures has
identified some trends and factors contn'buting to expenditures levels in different types of
Minnesota counties.
CONCLUSION
It is difficult to determine the optimum size of county government due to variations in

demographic, economic, political, social, and geographic characteristics of. No general formula
exists to determine the optimal size for service delivery. Rather, it is important for each county to
determine what level and quality of services it will provide to its constituents. Once that is
determined, a county can determine how those service levels can effectively and efficiently be
reached. Perhaps it would require a larger population base to deliver some services at the desired
level and at a reasonable cost. If this is the case, the county may elect to form a joint powers
agreement with another county in order to achieve greater economies of scale.
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Alternatively, the optimum county size for service delivery will vary with the
nature ofthe service
itself A larger population base may be desired for such services as highway
maintenance in order
to spread the fixed costs over a larger population base. Other services, such
as health services,
may be more efficient if delivered to a smaller population base.
Alternative service delivery methods reveal ways in which counties are attemp
ting to minimize
expenditures. As small counties and rural communities lose political power
and economic
resources, there is an increasing incentive to develop alternative forms of revenu
e and county
reorganization. Joint powers agreements and other inter-county collaborations
are being used
extensively to combat the problems of a small population base or a large geogra
phic base, and
they may be the most effective alternative available. But, another alternative
available is adjusting
county boundaries to create a larger service area or population base. The feasibi
lity of such
actions will be discussed in the following chapters.
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An essential part ofthe research for the project on the feasibility of adjusting county boundaries
involved gathering public opinion and perceptions of the issues. To accomplish this, the
researchers conducted six focus groups across Minnesota with various community leaders. 1
Organizations such as the League ofWomen Voters, the local Chamber(s) of Commerce, and the
Northern Minnesota Citizens League, assisted us in selecting participants for the focus groups.
With their help, we ultimately were able to gather the thoughts, perceptions~ and insights of
taxpayers, voters, citizens, and business people. Upon occasion, county officials also participated
in the focus groups (a survey was used to formally gather the opinions of county government
officials and commissioners, and will be discussed in the following chapter of this report). The
focus groups provided useful and insightful comments and suggestions, and represented a variety
of opinions from across Minnesota. Just as with the surveys, there is no simple way to categorize
the opinions ofparticipants based on their community roles as citizens, taxpayers, business
people, opinion leaders, nongovernment organization employees, or public employees. 2
Current Understanding Concerning a Study on County Boundary Adjustments
An understanding of why the State Legislature directed the Minnesota Board of Government
Innovation and Cooperation to conduct the study existed among participants, though they
questioned the expected outcomes of the boundary adjustments. Many Minnesota residents are
aware of the duplication of services between various levels of government, and feel that
examining options to reduce the duplication is important. However, they were skeptical about the
ability of C9unty boundary adjustments in reducing such overlap.
Participants were also skeptical about accepting county boundary adjustments as a solution to
reducing the overlap because the state had not defined what the ultimate goal of adjustments was
to be. Would the goal be to encourage efficiency.QI to increase effectiveness? Participants
suggested that county boundary adjustments would not necessarily result in either or both. Some
mentioned school districts as a possible comparison. One representative from a metropolitan
school district suggested that his district is so large that it is possible that it is efficient due to
economies of scale, but at the same time, it is somewhat ineffective due to its size.

lMarshall, Rochester, St. Cloud, Moorhead, Grand Rapids, and St. Paul.
2An outline of the focus group discussion questions in included in Appendix 5.
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It was often suggested by participants that if the state wishes to increase efficiency, it ought to
reduce funding to the counties. This would force counties to become more efficient as they would
have less funds to 'spend; however, this may at the same time reduce effectiveness. The number of
people a county could meaningfully serve would be reduced, and some people may ultimately
receive a reduced level or range of services, or even no service at all.
Every focus group suggested that perhaps the state was looking at the possibility of adjusting
county boundaries due to the duplication of services between counties, cities, townships, and the
state. They doubted that the cost savings from reducing perceived duplication would be
significant, considering that the number ofpeople needed to be serviced and/or the number of
service sites would not change, only the amount of administrative personnel needed may be
reduced. Furthermore, adjusting county boundaries may lead to a larger service area, which could
subsequently require counties to set up satellite offices or find other ways to service the more
remote sections of the county. Therefore, rather than cutting personnel and administration with a,
boundary adjustment, more personnel may be required to staffthese remote offices, and any cost
savings would be diminished. Based l1pon these arguments, focus groups participants questioned
whether the solution to the need for more efficient services is really the adjustment of county
boundaries.

Essential County Services
Some difficulty was encountered in prompting participants to voice their opinions on essential
county services; Most focus groups agreed on some essential county services such as law
enforcement, roads and bridges, administration ofpublic records and vital statistics, waste
management, and social services. However, many participants suggested that the level of
government that is best suited to the delivery of a service should be the level of government that
actually deliver's the service. Simply because a service has traditionally been offered by the county
(or a commupity) does not mean that the county or the city is the most effective level of
government to deliver the service; therefore, perhaps the service should be taken over by the level
or form of government that can most effectively deliver it. Governments also should not be
restricted in the types of services they offer by the type of governmental entity they are. For
example, when asked who should provide programs for economic development, the reply came
that whatever level of government was best equipped to offer development programs in a given
situation should provide the service. Furthermore, participants noted that it can vary from one
instance to another.
'
Other focus group participants suggested that the state has traditionally defined what are essential
county services are through legislative and administrative mandates which are given to counties.
A county must offer certain services regardless of whether or not their constituency considers
them essential services. The service needs and desires of each county may vary based upon their
individual demographic and economic characteristics, but state requirements prevent counties
from being able to offer services as they see fit for their electorate. The next section on state
mandates discussed the effects of mandates on counties in more detail..
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The Effects of State Mandates on Counties

While no focus group was explicitly asked about state mandates and their effects on county
governance, all of the focus groups were quick to mention them on their own accord, and feh
quite passionately about the topic. One business person stated, ''It's the laws that are currently in
place that handicap counties from doing an efficient job. Employees are excellent, dedicated, hard
workers, but they are handicapped by mandates." Many of the county officials who participated in
the focus groups also voiced frustration over the many mandates they are forced to comply with
and which have little or no funding accompanying them
Mandates also can prevent counties from offering new services or finding new ways to meet the
changing needs of each county. Many participants stated that counties should have the autonomy
to deliver services as they see fit, rather than as the state sees fit. Not only do county officials feel
the restrictions of mandates, the citizens do as well. Citizens who participated in our focus groups
recognized the restrictions they, along with elected county officials, face. Consequently, some
residents feel a resentment toward both the legislative and executive branches ofthe state
.government. This resentment grows out of the frustrations citizens and county officials feel when
trying to make changes. One county resident felt great frustration as a result ofher attempts to
obtain a permit to build commercial storage units, and her attempt as a restaurant owner to obtain
a liquor license. In both cases she spent considerable time going from agency to agency trying to
get the necessary approval in order to meet all the different specifications that each agency and
level of government required. Other citizens voiced the same frustrations with the amount oftime
and money they have had to spend to meet certain specifications for things that they felt should
have been much easier and rather inexpensive to obtain.
How do Residents Feel about Their Counties?

Among county residents living in the larger cities there exists a lack ofknowledge of what
services county government provides. As one county worker suggested ''Counties are best at
delivering unseen services." Many tUnes city residents call their city first when there is a problem,
not realizing they are having II problem with a county service. City residents in urban areas tend to
relate ·more closely with the city in which they live, rather than the county.
Not only do residents ofurban areas lack a sufficient understanding regarding the services
delivered by county governments, many do not even know what county they live in. One League
of Women Voters official from an urban county noted that the single most common question she
.is asked when registering voters is, ''Do you know what county I live in?"
Somewhat opposite from urban areas, rural residents tend to relate more to the county or
township than to a nearby city, although residents of small towns maintain a strong local identity
with the city and local schools, especially the athletic teams. With this identification in rural areas
comes a certain amount ofturfprotection, as evidenced through efforts to consolidate school
districts. Many school district boundary changes and/or consolidations are opposed on the basis of
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historica~

athletic, politicaL or economic rivalries. They are not necessarily based on
logical
economic or educational service or curriculum delivery explanations.

Pride and identity are two very divisive issues when examining the feasibility
of adjusting county
boundaries. Evidence ofpride can be seen in such cities as Warroad and Roseau
, who have
recently battled over the issue ofthe location ofthe county seat. Other places
such as St. Cloud, a
city which lies within the boundaries of three counties, have looked at the
option of creating a
separate county out of the city itself to ease service delivery for residents.
However, this has been
strongly opposed by many in the three counties, partly because the rural parts
ofthe county would
lose a valuable economic base.
Arguments Against Boundary Adjustments

Perhaps the greatest argument against boundary adjustments voiced at the
focus groups.was the
perception that there is already a significant amount of cooperation that is
currently taking place
between and amongst counties and other forms of government. Focus group
participants were
aware ofthe efforts oftheir county governments to establish more efficien
t and effective services.
One county resident stated that counties can share many services without
merging with other
counties, and that this is not a shock to residents. Residents simply do not
see a need to merge
with other counties when the county is effectively cooperating with other countie
s.
Other citizens spoke of the disparities between counties. They are aware that
some counties suffer
economic hardships while others prosper. Some counties are able to offer
a wide range and level
of services, while others are able to provide only limited services. Counties
also require different
services and service levels based upon their geographic and demographic
characteristics.
Changing boundaries does not erase these differences. As one business person
stated, "You will
still have the same issues no matter how many counties there are. Boundary
lines will still exist.
Therefore, focus more on flexible shared services because you can recogn
ize local characteristics
and the infrastructure that's already in place."
County residents when asked what they believed to be the optimum county
size for service
delivery could give no definite answer. They has expressed difficulty in reachin
g a firm conclusion
given that there is no objective geographic or population formula to use to
determine the optimum
size of counties. They recognized that if a county has a population of23,0
00, an area of752
square miles, is flat, and has an average resident age of twenty-eight, its difficu
lt to objectively
decide whether that its boundaries should be changed or maintained. Becau
se ofthis, many
participants expressed the opinion that if counties were to adjust boundaries
or consolidate, the
public would have to be the first to take the step, as any adjustments would
be impossible without
the support of county residents. Not only would public support be necess
ary, but county officials
and employees would also have to support it before any actions could be
taken. Politics would
playa part, as one county administrator stated, ''It is not practical to adjust
county boundaries
because ofthe amount of money and time spent trying to deal with politic
al issues and emotions.
You would have to recover thos~ costs before you could gain efficiency."
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What is the purpose of County Government?
A number ofparticipants themselves questioned the purpose of coUnty government and wondered
if county government is even necessary today. The response from participants to such a question
was mixed. Some felt that if county governments were given more flexibility by the state and
federal governments as to how and what services to deliver, they may be able and willing to
voluntarily increase cooperation and collaboration between governmental entities. The structure
and functions of existing county governments may also change substantially, and become more
responsive to local citizen, civic, and business needs. Others felt that perhaps by providing more
flexibility to counties, we may indeed find that they are an outmoded form of government and that
they are no longer needed. The role of the county is so defined by the state and tied to history that
it is difficult to say what the real role of modem county government could or should be without
further research.l
Counties are not alike in terms of population or population density, geographic area, or '
economic/tax base. 'Therefore, as mentioned previously, no standard formula exists to determine
what services county governments should offer or how they should be delivered. County
governments have to determine that on their own, and are currently attempting to do so. Many
residents, as well as county commissioners, recognize that things are changing, and must continue
to evolve. But most agreed that making county governments bigger, either geographically or in
population, is not necessarily better; and in fact, smaller governments may be more effective,
efficient, and responsive. The debate over county size can be seen in St. Louis County, which
once again is examining the issue ofwhether or not to divide into two counties.
Citizens also like to feel in touch with their governments. As governments get larger, citizens lose
their individual and collective influence over decision making, and feel out oftouch with and out
of control of government. This creates apathy on the part of constituents, and an increased
distrust of what government is doing. Citizens recognize this simultaneously as voters, taxpayers,
residents, and service recipients.

The Final Opinions on Adjusting County Boundaries
The issue of adjusting county boundaries, is as stated previously, highly divisive. Some county
residents seem ready to pursue the issue, while others would not consider it even as a last resort.
Residents and officials of counties which support adjustments tend to have some specific
outcomes in mind. Most feel that service delivery could be improved if the county were to
readjust its boundaries. They also feel that some areas of their cmmty are not receiving the
services as effectively as other parts of the county, or are essentially being left out. A boundary
adjustment could perhaps improve the performance of the county.

lInter-County Staff Working Group of Carver, Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey, Scott, and
Washington Counties. (1996, March). Toward defining the role of metropolitan counties: A
background report. Author.
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County residents and officials who were strongly opposed to adjusting boundaries base their
arguments on a number ofpoints. One is the obvious fact that the overall state population size
will not change, it will just shift from county to county'. Therefore, while one county may save
money through an adjustment, another county may see their expenditures increase as a result. If
counties are made 'larger, satellite office's may have to' be set up at the same or greater expense
than the projected cost savings of merging.
Others see the actual monetary and social costs of adjustments as a huge impediment. Part ofthe
cost is the jobs that may be lost. Those who lose their jobs may have to be compensated at the
county's expense, and the loss ofjobs to the community could be very detrimental to the local
economy, as well as to the morale ofthe remaining county workers. Another part ofthe economic
costs of adjustments is related to such issues as road and other signs within the county. County
hi~way signs and other signs as well as county records would have to be changed to reflect the
new boundaries.
Social costs include the political costs of reorganization. Even if the residents of a county 'want to
adjust their boundaries or consolidate, what county officials would be willing to forfeit their
positions, assuming that some positions could now be combined or cut? As one business person
suggested, personal agendas come before what is good for the community, even for public
servants. How would this and other parochial issues be overcome? While opposition by county
officials and employees is not a legitimate reason to oppose boundary adjustments and
consolidation that may otherwise make economic sense, such, opposition will make it more
difficult to achieve a successful boundary adjustment or consolidation.
Conclusions

Some focus groups were more receptive to the idea of adjusting county boundaries (distinct from
consolidations) than others were; however, they did lli!t see ad:tninistrative adjustmentsas
absolutely essential. Those in favor ofboundary adjustments felt that current and future
technology makes it possible to make larger service areas while still providing the same or even
higher levels of services. Other supporters felt that some counties are currently too large to be
effective and that by redrawing the boundaries, or perhapsi creating more than one county out of
currently large counties, service delivery could be enhanced. However, participants agreed that
there is no objective geographic or population formula to determine the optimum size for county
service delivery. Without a formula, it becomes difficult to justify county boundary adjustments
for the purposes ofmaking service delivery more effective, efficient, or responsive. Focus group
participants felt that it is much more feasible to work through the current system to encourage
enhanced cooperation, innovation, and efficiency.
.
Based on the premise that there is no objective formula for determining the optimum size of
counties, most participants agreed that any effort to adjust county boundaries should come from
the counties themselves, rather than mandated by the state, as county government officials and
citizens believe they ~re more in touch with their own needs, and understand their limits as well as
their potential
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Overall, focus group members felt that effective cooperation was currently occurring, and that if
left on their own, counties would continue to search for ways to offer seIVices collaboratively.
They felt it would be much more beneficial for the state to encourage cooperation amongst
counties than it would be for the state to encourage or even mandate county boundary
adjustments or consolidations.
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- In order to formally gather the perceptions of county administrators and elected officials, a survey
was conducted of a representative sample of 30 Minnesota counties, as well as the nine Regional
Development Commissions. The counties were selected on the basis of their diversity in terms of
geographic and population size, location, economic base, and demographics.

Each ofthe county commissioners, auditors, sheriffs, attorneys, and county administrators!
cQordinators from the selected counties received the survey. 1 The overall response rate to the
survey was relatively low over an eight week time period, (40%). In total, 292 surveys were sent
out, ofwhich approximately 100 were returned at least one survey was returned from 26 of the 30
counties. 2 Three counties also chose to submit one survey as a summary of the aggregate
sentiments and opinions of all the county's elected officials and administrators, rather than each
individual official completing and returning their own survey. Thus, the response rate from some
counties was at or near 100%. Other county officials sent letters stating their strong opposition to
the study and/or boundary adjustments, which was helpful in indicating that there are some very
strong sentiments throughout that state in opposition to county boundary adjustments.
Despite the relatively low response rate, the responses received had many commonalities, while at
the same time they represented a broad spectrum of thoughts and opinions. Many of the
respondents were adamantly opposed to any boundary adjustments, others were willing to look at
boundary adjustments as an option to creating more effective government, while still others were
strongly supportive of a boundary adjustment. Due to the variety of responses, they served to
pinpoint key issues and opinions offeelings on the feasibility and desirability of adjusting county
boundaries, and offered a fair representation ofwhat the county administrators and elected
officials across Minnesota felt.

This chapter discusses the benefits and drawbacks of county boundary adjustments as identified by
the respondents, as well as an analysis of the validity of their perceptions. The next chapter
contains a complete discussion of the remaining survey questions not discussed in this chapter.
lA copy of the survey can be found in Appendix 5, along with detailed answers to the
questions not discussed here.
2 Seroka ( 1986) in his study on the attitudes ofrural county leaders toward intergovernmental
cooperation stated that a response rate of 35% "is not abnormally low" because many county
employees and officials those responses received may be from the smaller full-time professional
county employee population. But, they suggest that "the sample does include a wide range of
variation in background, skill, and attitudes, which suggests that sampling bias is not a major
problem"
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The Leadin g Benefits of Count y Bound ary Adjus tments

Many of the advantages cited in the SUlVey responses are closely linked with
one another, and
cannot be readily separated. One advantage cited generally leads to another
sequentially or occurs
concurrently.
The advantage to adjusting county boundaries most often mentioned was the
possible reduction in
the duplication of services, administrative personne~ and administrative costs.
This advantage was
stated in some way by respondents over 20 times. By redrawing county lines,
various services and
administrative positions and expenses could be combined or consolidated, and
the amount of
duplication of services would be reduced.
The second most cited advantage (mentioned 20 times) was the larger person
nel and facility
resource base along with the ability to pool financial resources due to adjusti
ng county
boundaries. This was most often mentioned as an advantage for counties which
currently have
small populations, and/or counties that would benefit from an increased tax
base. Closely related
to the advantage of a larger resource base was the advantage of economies
of scale as created by
a county boundary adjustment. Counties would more readily reach their most
effective, optimum
size with a boundary adjustment.
Also related to the advantage of economies of scale was the advantage ofbein
g able to increase
efficiency in service delivery (mentioned 10 times). Because more resources
would be available to
the counties, they would have more options allowing them to develop efficien
cy. An advantage
mentioned in conjunction with increased efficiency was the ability of a newly
configured county to
hire and retain more skilled and diversified personne~ or to hire additional person
ne~ allowing the
employees to become more specialized in their tasks and to provide better,
more efficient and
effective services.
The other advantage most often mentioned (five times) was the ability for the
state to deal with
fewer counties if county boundaries were adjusted (provided that the numbe
r of counties was also
reduced). This it was thought would allow state government management and
administrators to
deal with fewer counties on a statewide basis with resulting reduction in admin
istrative overhead.
Also, while there would be fewer but larger counties advocatingllobbying regard
ing alternative
policy directions arid trying to influence the Legislature and other state bodies
. Further, state
agencies that administer programs would have fewer counties to manage, and
the agencies
themselves may become more efficient, effective, and responsive as a result.
These results clearly indicate that many county administrators and officials
feel that efficiency
could be improved through county boundary adjustments, particularly if the
duplication of
services was reduced. It is important to note that while about 100 SUlVeys were
returned, this list
encompasses a vast majority of responses. In tot~ there were about 60 respon
ses identifying
potential advantages. The other SUlVey respondents did not answer the questio
n, or replied that
there were no advantages. Thus, drawing any overarching generalizations about
the advantages
from the survey results alone might be misleading.
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The Leading Drawbacks to Adjusting County Boundaries
Responses to the question about the disadvantages of changing county boundaries were far more
numerous than the advantages, though n;mny of the drawbacks mentioned are also interrelated.
About 95 responses regarding disadvantages were offered as compared with only about 60
responses suggesting advantages. Some respondents saw both advantages and disadvantages, but
often expressed the sentiment that the disadvantages outweighed the advantages.
The most frequent drawback mentioned was concerning the potential for decreased citizen
representation and participation caused by an increase in population and geographic size as a
consequence of a county boundary adjustment (this assumes a consolidation as well). Over 30
respondents felt that there would be a loss oflocal citizen input and control over what happens in
county government. A boundary adjustment was believed to potentially decrease direct citizen
representation in county government affairs. Additionally, respondents were concerned that given
the current climate of citizen mistrust toward government (and government officials) that
boundary adjustments might lead to citizen misgivings about government becoming more distant
from the people it is meant to serve. Therefore, county administrators and elected officials felt
that making the county larger would create a heightened sense of alienation among constituents.
They also felt that it would decrease accountability of administrators and elected officials.
Another obstacle often mentioned (20 times) was the longer distances residents would have to
travel for services and the consequent increase in travel time. Survey respondents were
particularly concerned with the idea that county boundary adjustments would make the county
larger and increase the travel time and distance, particularly to the communities were services
were located (or needed), and to the county seat to conduct business and to receive services
which were available only at the courthouse or other county facility..
Another disadvantage cited (about 20 times) was concern that per capita expenditures for county
services would not be reduced, and may even increase, if county boundaries were adjusted. At the
same time that costs may be increasing, the quality of services offered might decrease, and
counties would consequetltly be able to offer fewer services or lower quality services. The
potential for these outcomes exists whether the county increases or decreases its population
and/or geographical size. Closely related to this concern was the feeling that too large a
geographical area becomes an impediment for effective and efficient service delivery, especially
for the elderly, disabled, and economically disadvantaged. In general, rural counties lack broad,
adequate systems ofpublic transportation, thus it may be difficult for those without their own
vehicles to travel to the county seat to receive services. If county size were increased, this would
only increase the number of those disadvantaged by a lack of personal transportation, as more
people would be farther away from the county seat or other service center.
The final disadvantage most often mentioned were the costs of making the adjustments. Costs
would be incurred for everything from changing county signs and stationary to relocating county
offices, changing land records, and redoing the property tax assessments. Costs would also be
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incurred if the county, as a result of its increased geographical size, was required to set up satellite
offices to provide services to the more distant areas ofthe county.

The Obstacles to Adjusting County Boundaries
County row officers and commissioners who received the SUlVey were asked what they saw as the
primary obstacles to adjusting county boundaries. Many of the respondents cited obstacles which
were closely related to each other. Interestingly, many ofthe obstacles to adjusting county
boundaries are related to barriers to reorganizing school districts mentioned in other studies.
The impediment to adjusting county boundaries most often mentioned was the perceived loss of
local input if counties were made larger or consolidated. School district reorganizations have also
faced the difficultly in dealing with the desire oflocal residents to maintain local control 3 This
directly ties to another obstacle mentioned which is a fear of making government bigger.
Apparently as a consequence of enlarging government, county officials see reduced local input
and local control.
Turfwas also often mentioned as an obstacle to adjusting boundaries. Citizens and others are not
willing to give over what is ''theirs'' to someone else. Closely related were restraints such as
historical pride and tradition. The Northern Minnesota Citizens League also saw pride in the local
school and past memories and rivalries as reasons for not reorganizing. Are these rational
obstacles? Some respondents said they were not, as did some focus group members. Traditions
are important, but some question whether all traditions need to be maintained or if the time has
come to move beyond historical patterns to look at modem methods to reduce the cost of
governance.
A resistance and fear of change also must be considered when considering fundamental
adjustments to the current system. Tied to this are comments reflecting the maxim that "If it ain't
broken, don;t fix it." Certainly, this is a looming question as many county commissioners, row
officers, and even residents do not perceive any dire problems which would necessitate such a
fundamental change as a county boundary adjustment. If these officials and groups of citizens of
people do not sense a need for change, then how will changes occur? If a higher body of
government forces these changes it might create resentment and distrust in residents, politicians,
county employees, and elected officials. And, as stated in the Northern Minnesota Citizens
League report, "For reorganization to be successful it is important to have the support from
several groups (sic)... ifthis support isn't unanimous, some ofthese groups must be strong enough
to overplay the negativism ofthe other groups.,>4

~orthem Minnesota Citizens League. (1988). ''The Future of School Districts in Northern

Minnesota." Grand Rapids, MN: Author.

4Northern Minnesota Citizens League. 17.
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It is evident that one of the major obstacles to adjusting county boundaries, and perhaps one of
the groups that will be opposed to it, will be public opinion leaders and policy makers. Certainly
there will be reluctance by elected county officials and department heads to support a boundary
adjustment if the populace is not generally supportive of change. It might cost his or her political
career or employment if the situation escalates to a highly volatile point, or conversely, if a
boundary adjustment were successful, it could lead to the elimination of their position (or at least
their tenure in the position). If a boundary adjustment were to be considered seriously for a given
county, it is open to question whether or not state legislators for that area would be willing to
support the bill, as it could enhance or jeopardize their political career depending on what the
.
voters (and even nonvoters) desired.
Clearly there are obstacles to boundary adjustments that are many and varied. Some are more
rational than others; some are based more on feelings than on objective reality, and vice versa.
Certainly trying to change something that has been in place for so long brings forth many long
smouldering emotions, feelings and issues. The final questions of the survey make county
boundary adjustments more personal as county commissioners and row officers are asked to voice
their thoughts on whether or not their county would participate. Clearly, as some counties are
more open to the possibility as they are searching for avenues to improve county services, while
other counties feel that the services ,they offer are already good and do not need to be improved
upon, at least not through a boundary adjustment. But, even within counties which; either strongly
either support or oppose boundary adjustments, there are still those who are going against the
mainstream ofthought in their county. Therefore, while certain categories of counties, county
officials or citizens may be more receptive to the idea of adjustments, it is by no means an
unchallenged opinion, and opposition still runs strong in most counties.
County Consideration of the County Boundary Adjustment Option

Clearly, this question reaches to the heart ofthe study; dete:rmining whether or not counties
would voluntarily participate in a boundary adjustment. There is no clear-cut formula to determine
whether or not a county would willingly participate. Commissioners from the same county had
very different ideas about their countYs willingness to adjust. Several commissioners acknowledge
that they maybe the lone voice on the board that would support an adjustment. While they
recognized the benefits, but also know clearly understood what the obstacles are.
Within Urban and Suburban Counties there is both opposition and support. Much ofthe support
depended on the actual cost savings or improved services that could result from a boundary
.adjustment. One respondent suggested that the state should use its clout to encourage botmdary
adjustments. The counties most willing to consider the option looked favorably upon the
possibility that it could bring them a larger tax base through industrial growth. Many urban
counties have large residential tax bases, but suffer from a lack ofindustrial tax base",which tends
to hinder their revenues.
Counties with Populations Under 7,000 expressed perhaps the strongest sentiments against
adjustments. Very few respondents from these counties said they would consider the option. In
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generaL there seems to be a presumption in these less populated counties that making the county
bigger would move government further away from the people. There appears to be a great deal of
pride in the county's identity in these rural areas, and they believe that their needs are best served
through smaller jurisdictional areas.
Counties with larger geographic areas appear to be more receptive to the idea of changing county
boundaries (however, the response from these large counties was minimal). One respondent made
specific suggestions as to how the county could be reconfigured to offer better service to the
constituents. Clearly, some county officials would consider an adjustment as an option to offering
better services and better access to county government. However, another official suggested that
adjusting county boundaries should not take the place of current collaborations between cities,
schools, and counties. Rather, these should continue simultaneously with consolidation and
boundary adjustments.
Many geographicafur smaller counties felt that they are currently participating successfully in joint
powers agreements and that adjusting county boundaries would not be acceptable. However, this
opinion is not unanimous, either. Certain small counties once again are more receptive to, at a
minimum, studying the options and then making informed a decisions. Others would participate
only if it were mandated. Most recognize that one party may lose while the other may gain, and
this is a significant barrier to any adjustment.
From this discussion, it is obvious that it is not easy to identify counties which would be willing to
participate in a boundary adjustment process. Most counties appear apprehensive and expect clear
positive results to be demonstrated ~ the option is seriously considered. Others adamantly
oppose it as they desire to keep as much local control as possible. Perhaps the most interesting
finding that came out ofthis question is the differences in opinion as to who should request a
boundary adjustment. Many suggested that it should be a local decision brought about by the
residents and their elected or appointed county officials. Others suggested that the state should
mandate adjustments legislatively or administratively, as this is the only way they will occur.
Others feh the state should mandate it because counties are an extension of state government at a
local level Obviously, opinions vary both within and between counties. No set formula exists to
determine whether or not a particular county or class of county will be receptive to a boundary
adjustment proposal

The Necessity of Incentives To Facilitate County Boundary Adjustments
Overall, there is a feeling that financial incentives should be offered to facilitate participation in
any voluntary boundary adjustment effort. The financial incentives suggested ranged from reduced
property taxes to debt equalization to adjustments for loss ofmomes from such programs as
HACA and highway funding. Others suggested that perhaps the financial incentives should be
something like "Use it or Lose it" money. Most responded that they had no idea as to the actual
amount required to make the changes. But, for the most part, incentives of some nature would be
necessary, unless boundary adjustments were mandated by the state, in which case there would be
little support for mandatory adjustments, with or without incentives.
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County Participation in Boundary Adjustments If Incentives Were Offered

The last question on the survey was, ''Would your county voluntarily participate in a county
boundary adjustment or consolidation prQcess if incentives were offered? Why or why not? The
answers most commonly offered were either ''I don't know," or quite simply, ''no.'' The only
counties which expressed any positive indications that they would participate were counties with
large geographic areas, and once again, we had few responses from the large counties. Many
respondents suggested that incentives should be offered for more joint powers agreements, not for
boundary adjustments. Others found it difficult to respond without knowing exactly what the
incentives would be, what the boundary proposal was, or what the results of a boundary
adjustment would be.
Therefore, it would seem that before the extent of participation can be accurately gauges, or who
would be willing to participate, we have to know what the state would be willing to offer and
what the adjustment outcomes would be. Most counties are not willing to walk blindly into a
boundary adjustment without knowing what they may be facing. Nor do most counties even
understand why a boundary adjustment is necessary. Instead they feel that there are currently
sufficient and perhaps more effective means to reduce costs and offer better services through
current Joint Powers Agreements and other intergovernmental agreements.
The Impact of Boundary Adjustments on County Services

Survey recipients were also asked what effect an increase in the geographical size and population
of the county might have on the cost, quality, level and range of county services. Responses
varied within, and to a greater extent, between county groupings. S On the following page is the
actual question that was posed on the survey. After the presentation of the survey question, the
responses are discussed in four separate sections examining the four different impact areas: cost,
quality, level, and range of services.

S

For the purposes ofthe survey, counties were grouped slightly differently than they have been in
previous sections of the report in order to make the contrasts clearer between different types of
counties. The categories are selfexplanatory, with the exception of Rural Counties, which are
counties with populations under 7,000. The other rural counties identified earlier in the report
now fall into the categories of Counties with Geographic Areas Under 875 Square Miles or
Counties with Geographic Areas Over 2,000 Square Miles.
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SURVEY QUESTION #8
Which of the following statements reflect your opinion of the effects of an increase in the geographical size and population
on the cost, quality, level, and range of services offe~ed by your county? Please select A, B, or C in each category and circle
the appropriate word in parentheses which best completes the sentence. (If appropriate, you may choose both A and B.)
I. COST OF COUNTY SERVICES (Circle the corresponding letter and word to accurately complete the sentence,)
A. Increasing the area and population would reduce the overall cost of (all, many, a few) of county services.
B, Increasing the area and population would increase the overall cost of (all, many, a few) of county services.
C. Increasing the area and population would have no effect on the overall cost of county services.
II. QUALITY OF COUNTY SERVICES (Circle the corresponding letter and word to accurately complete the sentence,)

A. Increasing the area and population would reduce the overall quality of (an, many, a few) of county services.
B, Increasing the area and population would increase the overall quality of (all, many, a few) of county services.
C, Increasing the area and 'population would have no effect on the overall quality of county services.

IlL LEVEL OF COUNTY SERVICES (Circle the corresponding letter and word to accurately complete the sentence.)
A. Increasing the area and population would reduce the overall level of (all, many, a few) of county services.
B. Increasing the area and population would increase the overall level of (all, many, a few) of county services.
C. Increasing the area and population would have no effect on the overall level of county services.
IV. RANGE OF COUNTY SERVICES (Circle the corresponding letter and word to accurately complete the sentence.)

A. Increasing the area and population would reduce the overall range of (aU, many, a few) of county services.
B. Increasing the area and population would increase the overall range of (all, many, a few) of county services.
C. Increasing t;he area and population would have no effect on the overall range ofcounty services.
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Figure 23: The Effect of Increased County Size and Population on Service Costs
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As indicted in the above table, it appears that the overall perception among COlIDty respondents is that increasing
the geographic size and population would increase the cost of COlIDty services to varying extents. Still, there
were those respondents who believed that the coSt of COlIDty services would decrease if the population size or
geographic size ofthe coUnty was increased. Further analysis would indicate that there appears to be some
agreement regarding what the effects would be within categories of cOlIDties. Urban and Suburban COlIDties
respondents indicated that in general, increasing the area and population ofthe COlIDty would increase the cost of
many COlIDty services and reduce the cost of only a few COlIDty services. Respondents from small population
counties also most often suggested that increasing the area and population would either increase the cost of all
county services or reduce the overall cost of only a few county services; For counties which already have a large
geographic area, increasing their area or population would tend to increase the cost of county services as well.
For counties with smaller geographic areas, an increase in population and geographic area might increase the cost
of a few or many county services, and would reduce the cost of only a few. The Regional Development
Commissions were split in their responses; one replied that an increase would reduce the cost of many, another
said it would increase the cost of many services, and yet another replied that an increase would have no effect.
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Figure 24: The Effect Increased County Size and Population on Service Quality
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Respondents were asked what the effect ofincreasing the population and geographic area ofthe county would be
on the quality of county services. In Chapter 2 ofthis study, we noted the difficulty ofquantitatively measuring
the quality of county services. Therefore, the responses reported here are highly subjective. Urban and Suburban
Counties respondents presented a mixed review ofthe effect of an increase in population and size on the quality
of service. Some respondents felt that the quality of a few to many services would be reduced, others replied that
it would be "increased. Counties with Populations under 7,000 were also split between believing that an increases
in population size and/or geography would either reduce the quality of a few to all services, or it would increase
the quality of a few to many services. Counties with large geographic areas expressed the opinion that it might
reduce the quality ofService, as did counties with smaller geographic areas, though many ofthem also opined
that there would be no effect on quality. Finally, the Regional Development Commissions felt there would be a
reduction in the quality ofmany county services due to an increase in both geographic area and population.
Overall, the responses were highly varied, perhaps due to the subjective natureofindividual definitions and
perceptions of quality.
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Figure 25: The Effect of Increased County SiZe and Population on Services Levels
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Responses regarding the effects of an increase in county size and population on the level (quantity) of county
services was somewhat varied as well Overall, many counties felt either that the level of services would be
reduced or would not be affected. Urban and Suburban Counties, as well as counties with large geographic area,
responded that increasing the size and population ofthe county would, for the most part, reduce the level of
county services offered. Counties with small populations also responded that increasing the area and/or
population would reduce the level of many county services, and increase the level of only a few. Counties with
smaller geographic areas responded that there would either be no effect on the level or the level of a few county
services would be reduced. The Regional Development Commissions saw little effect on county services
resulting from an increase in population or geographic area.
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Figure 26: The Effect of Increased County Size and Population on,the Range of County Services
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Respondents were asked what the effect of an increase in population and geographic size would be on the range
of county services. Urban and Suburban Counties overall felt there would be no effect on the range of counties
services. Counties with small populations were somewhat split between no effect, a reduction in the range of
services, and an increase in the range of services. Counties with Geographical Areas Under 875 Square Miles
were also varied in their responses, but overall believed there would either be an increase in the range of services
or the range of services would not be effected. Counties with larger geographic areas felt there would be a
reduction in the range of services if the population and size ofthe county were increased. The Regional
Development Commissions were varied again in their responses; one said that an increase would reduce the
range of many county services, another said it would increase the range of many county services, while still
another said there would be no effect on county services. Statewide, responses were nearly evenly split. Twentyfive respondents felt that service ranges would be reduced. Thirty respondent felt that the range of services
would be increased. Final, twenty-two respondents felt that an increase in population size and geographic size
would not affect the range of county services.
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Summ'ary
Clearly, the effects of aD. increase in the geographic size and population are
highly speculative and
variable. A multitude offactors contribute to quality, cost, level and range of
services between
counties that it is extremely difficult to give a finite answer regarding the likely
effects might be.
Clearly, those most in favor ofboundary adjustments (either with or withou
t consolidation)
generally forecast more positive effects, while those generally in opposition
did not see many
benefits in terms of cost reduction/control, level, range or quality of service
s. Each county may
view a blend of different benefits or drawbacks in terms ofthe advisability of
county boundary
adjustments, and must individually weigh the advantages and the disadvantage
s, the costs and the
benefits.

In. the final analysis, most respondents felt that the disadvantages of county boundary adjustm
ents
far outweighs the advantages. In many respondents' views, the obstacles to
county boundary
adjustments are very tangIole and extremely difficult to overcome. Therefore,
at this time there
seems to be minimal widespread support for adjusting county boundaries in
Minnesota. Within
certain counties, there may be limited support for examining this proposal,
but the responses make
it difficult to cite any specific counties which might be interested in wholeh
eartedly undertaking a
significant program ofboundary adjustment(s). Each county must decide for
itself the costs and
benefits for their own county and determine what route they wish to take in
order to reduce cost
ofgovernment and/or to increase efficiency and effectiveness.
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The economic impacts ofboundary adjustments resulting in local government consolidation have
been studied by economists both theoretically and empirically. Boundary adjustments have been
recommended as a means of achieving economies of scale by creating a larger service area, and
improving local government services by eliminating duplicative services between counties.
Economists argue that cost reduction from consolidation is dependent upon three variables:
(1) the economies of scale with respect to population, (2) population density and the distnlmtion
of population as result of the proposed consolidation and, (3) increased private and public
transportation costs caused directly or indirectly by consolidation. EGonomic studies using these
variables have concluded that overall, economies of size through increased population were
usually verj small arid that public and private costs of consolidation canceled out much of the
economies that were gained through consolidation. 1 The costs and benefits from boundary
adjustment will not be distributed equally unless tax rates are adjusted to compensate for those
citizens who have to travel farther for services. However, these economic studies suffer from
three shortcomings: first, they assume static technology; second, cost was the only variable used
to measure quality of services; and third, these studies looked at per capita expenditures in general
and not in terms of different categones of spending.
Since county boundary adjustments are not merely intended to reduce the cost of services and
service delivery, efficiency and effectiveness, but also to improve service delivery by providing a
broad range of services to the maximum number of eligible citizens, then it would also be more
important to assess the potential for county boundary adjustments to improve the quality ofpublic
services. The purpose of this chapter is to examine more closely scale economies regarding
different types ofpublic services and other potential impacts related to a boundary adjustment.

Cost ~f Public Services
Size economies research has focused on two classifications oflocal government services:
(1) labor-intensive and (2) capital-intensive services. Education, fire protection, police protection
and refuse collection are examples of labor-intensive services; they are provided mainly through
the work ofpeople. Capital intensive services are services which require more financial and
physical resources than human resources (labor) to provide. Capital intensive services include, for
example, road/highway maintenance and water/sewer utilities. Labor intensive services which
have economies of scale, are more likely to benefit from boundary adjustments that entail an
increase in population size which in turn serves to reduce the per capita cost ofproviding the

IBracshler, C. & Klindt, T. (1969, February). Theoretical and empirical problems in local
government consolidation. Canadjan Journal of Agricultural Economics, 17,(2).
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same level of service. Other services that do not evidence economies of scale, and are more
capital intensive than labor intensive, are likely to demonstrate an increase cost per unit or remain
unaffected by boundary adjustments.
Economic research indicates that smaller counties tend to allocate large percentage of their
resources to a limited number of services, while the expenditures made by larger counties are
spread over a broader range ofitems. 2 (Refer to the Appendix 6 to see total expenditure data for
different categories of counties.) A previous chapter of this report indicated that rural counties
spend a large percentage oftheir budgets on general government, highways, and human services.
On the other hand, urban counties tend to spend a majority of their money on human services,
general government, and public safety. Certain economies may be realized, depending upon the
pre-existing expenditure pattern of the county in question. For example, in sparsely populated
rural counties, scale economies could be achieved in economic development and overall cost
could be reduced for general government expenses, if the number of county seats and
administrative staff,were reduced.
Police Protection

William Fox ofthe U.S. Agriculture Economic Statistics and Cooperative Science, reviewed
seven studies on police protection economies, each ofwhich have somewhat different results but
similar overall trends. Economies of scale were not found to be significant for police services.
However, all the studies that examined economies in relation to the scale ofpublic safety services
found significant size economies. This indicates that there is a decrease in per capita costs, with
the service level being equal However, as the size increases it is possible that more specialized
services may be needed (or desired) which may over the long term lead to an increase the per unit
cost ofpolice protection.
It is important to note that none ofthese studies examined diseconomies that may relate to small
scale production ofpolice protection. This is particularly true in small rural counties where there
may be a single law enforcement center versus a police department, with several police stations. If
the goal is to reduce cost, then such smaller departments would benefit either from cooperation or
from combining with a larger police department to provide more specialized services, a wider
range of services, and a larger number oflaw enforcement officers.
However, there is more to consolidation than merely merging two service departments. There is a
wide range of options to consider for service delivery. Consolidation can occur on many different
levels-full, partial, selected area, functional and minimal. The outcomes will vary depending upon
the chosen level Full consolidation occurs when public services are combined under a single
agency. Partial consolidations occur when two public service functions remain separate, except
for a designated group of staffwho are trained to perform both public services (such as police
2S chmandt, H, & Stephens, G.R (1963, November). Local government expenditure patterns
in the United States. Land Economics, (39) 4.
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officers and fire fighters who are trained to perfonn both functions). Selected consolidation
occurs when only a certain portion of the community is serviced by the stafftrained to perfonn
more than one function (this generally occurs only in newly annexed areas). Functional
consolidation allows two service functions to remain separate, but still share some duties. Under
nominal consolidation, two public service agencies or departments remain separate, but share the
same director. 3
Returning to the issue ofpuplie safety services, at any level of cooperation or consolidation,
police departments and the sheriffs office will'be able to administer joint records, radio bands and
dispatch, 911 emergency numbers, joint investigations, etc. Currently, many counties are
participating in such cooperative efforts at the regional level through informal or joint powers
agreements. It is uncertain whether adjusting county boundaries would be necessary to achieve
efficiency, since such oooperative arrangements are already in place. But, in the end, each
individual county needs to decide whether consolidation or cooperation/joint powers will better
meet the needs of their citizens.

Roads and ffighways
Potential size economies related to roads have not received much attention in economic research.
The studies conclude that in some cases, size economies do exist (expenditures decrease as
population size increases). However, these conclusions are limited, since the research has focused
mainly on the production of rural roads. Deller and Nelson (1991) examined small rural
governments in the Midwest (lllinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin) that had rural road
responsibilities. 4 Low volume rural roads are the responsibility oftownships and/or county
government. In most Midwestern states, townships provide for the basic maintenance of rural
roads, while counties are usually responsible for the overall network ofhighway service units. In
the United States, the average township is responSIble for 38 miles oflow-volume roads, while the
county may be responsible for ten times that same mileage. 5
The empirical evidenc'e from the Midwest suggests that jurisdictional boundaries may prevent
townships from reaching economies of scale in production. This may call for jurisdictional
consolidation for low-volume rural roads. The results suggests that over 50% of costs may be
duplicative or unnecessary because of managerial inefficiency and equipment duplication at the
various governmental levels. Correlations between output and efficiency measures indicate that
larger jurisdictions are more efficient than smaller jurisdictions in the production process of roads

Sobba, R. (1991, February). Public service consolidation: The answer to your community's
needs. FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin. 6-10.
3

Deller, S.C., and Nelson, C.H. (1991, February) "Measuring the economic efficiency of
producing rural road services." American Agricultural Economics Association. 194-201.
4

5

Ibid. p. 197.
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per mile of road. Adjusting county boundaries is one way to create larger jurisdictions to achieve
size economies. However, production efficiency can also be achieved by consolidation of the
production process, something considerable short of county consolidation.
Within Minnesota, there is no strong st~tistical evidence to suggest that per capita highway
expenditures are related to county geographic size, county population, or state grants to counties
for highways. While it may be true in a limited number of cases that the size of the county or the
county population is related to per capita highway expenditures, the evidence is not strong
enough to make any final conclusions or general recommendations on ways to reduce costs. Each
county must examine its own situation and determine for itse1f(perhaps after consulting with
township officials and adjoining county officials) what avenues to pursue to reduce costs while
maintaining a quality roadway system
-

Human Services and Public Health
Many small, low population density counties do not have an adequate number of staff or
specialized staffto administer or plan for an extensive array ofhuman and public services. The
lack of a sufficient population and economic base prevents some counties from offering a full
range of services. Hence,. small counties are unable to provide the same level ofservices as larger,
more populated coUnties. Larger counties also have the advantage of having a better tax base that
provides more funds for a broader range of services. Larger counties also may have better .
facilities to service clients and more funds for training budgets to help retain professional staff.
Despite health services' positive relationship with population size, other mitigating factors such as
the overall income level of the population and state aids are also important indicators for the per
capita expenditure for services. Expenditures for the delivery of social services are likely to be
higher in low population density counties, since there is a higher transportation cost. In rural
areas, the physically impaired and the elderly may find it difficult to travel long distances to
receive services. In such cases, even satellite human service offices are not enough. Yet smaller
counties (population) and larger counties (geographic) are still expected to offer high quality
direct. services and administrative management. While many Minnesota counties are currently
engaged in cooperative efforts to improve service delivery, the fact remains that small
departments, with generalized rather than specialized staff: are at a disadvantage in terms of
applying for grants and providing newly mandated services. 6 Human service directors will have to
decide on what type of organization (single county, multi-county, merged county, or cooperative
agreements) are needed to produce the appropriate level of social services expected by citizens
given cost, tax, and political constraints in their jurisdictions.
The State Department ofHuman Service's goal is to adequately provide human services at the
local level. However, local turfprotection issues often come in the way of cooperative efforts to

Benson, D. (in press). Human services delivery in Minnesota. University ofMinnesota,
Department of Rural Sociology.
6
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improve delivery. The rural 'Is. urban and the agriculture 'Is. non-agriculture counties are oft-en
points of contention. However, in 1987 the Legislature established 44 Community Health Service
Districts (see Community Health Districts Map in Appendix 6, page 1) to help coordinate policy
and cooperation. These districts have been instrumental in responding to local needs. Recent
studies such as the Commission on Reform and Efficiency (1993) while commending the CHS
districts, still concluded that Minnesota's delivery system remains fragmented. An important
question to ask is whether or not changing boundaries will improve the situation. It is hard to say.
Changing boundaries may be helpful in reducing the number oflocal health and human service
adniinistrative entities :from the current 150 that are operating today. It is also possible that the
inclusion of territory with a higher tax base in a newly formed (merged) county will allow the
county to have a sufficient population or tax base to provide adequate or expanded service levels
at a lower per capita cost. But, once again, there is inadequate statistical evidence to demonstrate
that per capita expenditures for human services are directly related to county size, population, or
state grants for human services. Therefore, each county must examine its own individual
circumstances to determine whether it would be desirable to change the boundaries ofthe service
delivery areas.

A :freq,uent observation noted by social scientists is that rural county human service decision
making can be very personal Personal relationships are likely to have a large impact on
cooperative policies. Human service directors and county board decision making is influenced by
a mixture ofthree interrelated factors: 7

1. Personal ideology: The ideology and relationship of the director with the county
government and their staffis important when formulating policy. Also previous
experience in dealing with neighboring counties will also affect policy making in the
case of a boundary adjustment.
2. Local history: Decisions are also affected either positively or negatively by local

demographic characteristics. Women, Native Americans, recent immigrants, and very
low income persons may bear the brunt ofbudget short-falls, discrimination and
prejudice. Ifboundaries and human services were to be reorganized to offer a wider
variety of social services, officials may be concerned that citizens :from adjoining counties
will seek out services that are otherwise unavailable in other counties (or states).
3. Political context: A large range of social, philosophical, and economic factors
influence county decisions concerning human services program and administrative policies.

In some counties, the county welfare board has a strong influence over professional judge1ll;ents of

the staff. When personal judgements playa large role in social policy making, it seems less likely
that county commissioners would give up control over human services to a multi-county body.
Collective management may lead to a long process filled with professional 'Is. elected and inter-

7Ibid., p. 34.
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jurisdictional controversies, and the lack oflocal control may also diminish the likelihood for the
success of collaborative or consolidated efforts.
.
Tax and Revenue Impacts

The impact on taxes of county boundary changes will vary depending on the pre-existing tax
base(s). It is uncertain what the impact on individual tax rates and revenues would be for the
consolidated new county as a whole (and individual taxpayers -both corporate and resident).
Although Minnesota has one set of property assessment rules that apply throughout the state, the
property tax rates are not uniform. A city alone could have several different tax rates. However, if
a county with a low tax base consolidated with a county that has a higher tax base, it is likely that
the tax rate in the poor county would decrease (assuming service levels are equal and remain
constant). Low tax base counties tend to have higher tax rates to cover expenditures and one
purpose of a boundary adjustment would be to save duplicative administration costs for delivering
services. However, if the purpose ofthe boundary adjustment is to improve the quality of
services, it is possible that taxes and expenditures would increase. 8 One study examining
city/county consolidation and economies of scale in Jacksonville, Florida, concluded that after
looking at time series data the consolidation has produced no measurable impact on taxing and
spending. One possible explanation: for these results might be that annexation or boundary
adjustment was never intended to reduce taxes or expenditure levels. Rather, it was intended to
upgrade services (quality or quantity), which almost always leads to a tax increase to meet higher
expenditures and service level expectations.
Another possible explanation can be found in the social science research literature that has
consistently reported that political structure has very little impact on revenue and expenditure
policies. Economic development sources have been shown to have a stronger impact than
governmental structure. However, it is unclear whether consolidation, annexation or boundary
.adjustments have any indirect effects on taxing and spending. In other words, the outcome is
highly dependent on the political actors and their priorities.
Regardless ofthe intended purpose ofboundary changes, the amount of savings will be crucial in
determining the new tax rates. Savings may result in an increase in the assessed valuation ofthe
property from the inclusion ofproperties with a better tax base. 9 The inclusion of additional base
may.also increase the debt ceiling available to the new county as a whole, which will allow the
county to undertake new service projects. Centralized purchasing and accounting systems may
. also result in savings for the new county. The county would also save money by having less
county administrative staff The amount of savings would depend on the nature ofthe boundary
adjustment and the pre-existing tax rates in both areas. .It is also possible that the number of

Benton, E. J., and Gamble, D. (1982) City-county consolidation and economies of scale:
Evidence from a time-series analysis in Jacksonville, Florida. Social Science Quarterly. 158-159.
8

9

Benton, E.J., and Gamble, D. pp.151-158.
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different tax rates will also increase, as it has in many city/county consolidatio~ as a result of the
various existing other taxing entities such as the county, the cities, the independent municipal
corporations, townships and school districts, and the use by the consolidated county of special
service districts and special taxing districts to promote different service and capital projects. 10

Potential Impact of County Boundary Adjustments Relative to the Elimination or Creation
of Certain County Seats
Conflicts over seats ofgovemment in Minnesota go back to at least 1857, when a bill was stolen
that recommended that the state capital be moved to St. Peter from St. Paul. County seat location
decisions have also often caused lively political debates. In 1976 residents of Marshall County
tri.ed to move the county seat from Warren to the centrally located Newfolden, and the county
quickly became divided over the issue. A similar controversy recently occurred in Roseau County
when citizens tried to move the county seat from Roseau to Warroad. A significant sum of money
was to be donated by a private interest for a new courthouse if the county seat was moved to
Warroad. Voters were divided over the issue; an election was required to move the. county seat.
Petitions were signed, but it fell two names short of forcing a referendum The procedure and the
issue was extremely controversial and proponents of the petition called the County Board's action
illegal. 11
Boundary adjustments and consolidation may only serve to heighten such controversies and
divisions regarding the relocation or creation ofnew county seats. The identity ofthe county is
usually tied to the county seat and the local citizens ofthat community are not likely to give up
without a fight. The county courthouse, law enforcement, administrative, and social service
departments are located in the county seat. Local citizens will not want to lose the proximity they
have to service agencies. If counties are made larger and the county seat is relocated, county
government officials may lose touch vlith their constituents, and the placement ofthe new county
seat may create yet another controversy.
Counties and cities with more money (or political capitol) will be in a position to campaign for the
relocation ofthe county to their jurisdictio~ which may lead to a bidding war. Differing
demographics may also cause controversy regarding the removal of the county seat, since
traditional divisions and rivalries between cities, schools, rural and urban counties, and farming
and non-farm counties will be accentuated over the proposal of boundary adjustments. Many rural
counties will perceive it to be another policy that is being forced upon them to help subsidize
increasing urban costs (including the cost o(sprawl). While this perception may be entirely
unfounded, it may cause turmoil.

Blomquist, W., & Parks, R. (1995, Fall). Fiscal service and political impacts ofInd1anapoJis..
Marion County Unigov. Publius, (42) 4, 46-47.
10

Franklin, R. (1995, May 3). Battle lines drawn in Roseau County. Star Tribune. sec. B, p. 3
(Metro Section).
11
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Conclusion
When considering the economic benefits of county boundary adjustments that result in a reduction
in the number of counties, one should not merely add up the money saved through the elimination
of staff and their salaries. While it is true that some duplicative administrative staff positions could
be eliminated, it would be economically sensible to carefully consider whether remaining
administrative staff's salaries would have to be increased in order to compensate for the increased
responsibility and span of control for those retained.
Efficiency also cannot merely be equated in terms of average cost per citizen, and the quality of
services are not always so easily measured. Many citizens believe that each community should be
able to have some measure of control over the future of its government institutions. Each county
has its own unique circumstances and problems, and citizens may feel that a larger government
entity is less likely to address the unique situations of smaller counties and their citizens.
Accountability is extremely important to many county residents, and advocate~ of county
consolidations and boundary adjustments must carefhll y consider this issue before attempting to
gain the support of county residents. Accountability must be maintained even as attempts are
made at improving the quality and quantity of services provided.
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Minnesota has numerous administrative and governmental boundaries in addition to township,
city, and county boundaries. School districts, highway maintenance districts, judicial districts,
Regional Development Commissions, etc. all have their own boundaries, as do 393 other special
purpose governmental districts. What is the rationale of all of these boundaries and the rationale
for all of these units of government? Is it really necessary to have all of them? While it is not
feasible to examine every type of governmental boundary in Minnesota, it is important to look at
the major boundaries noted above. At the same time, it is possible to ask whether county
boundaries could be or should adjusted to more closely align with the configuration ofthese other
boundaries.

Judicial Districts
Over the past twenty years, Minnesota's judicial system has evolved from a municipal and county
court system to a more unified state judicial system composed of ten judicial districts. This
judicial reform was intended to "...provide the public with the simplest and most efficient c.ourt
system possible. A sfugle trial court will reduce the confusion in the minds ofthe public
respecting which court handles which matters. "I Prior to court consolidation, the district court
was responsible for all civil and criminal trials within its boundaries. In the two districts
representing Hennepin and Ramsey counties, the district court also had family, juvenile, and
probate court divisions. Today, the tenjudicial district courts in Minnesota try all civil, criminal,
family, juvenile, traffic, and ordinance violations cases. The districts are comprised of from one to
seventeen counties.
Prior to the recent reforms, the county courts, with the exception ofHennepin and Ramsey
counties, were responsible for probate and juvenile matters, as well as prosecution of gross
misdemeanors, misdemeanors, and petty misdemeanors, as well as family court services,
conciliation, traffic, and ordinance violations. In Hennepin and Ramsey counties, a municipal
court existed to handle such cases.
Conciliation courts have limited powers and hear only what are known as "small claims" in other
states. Conciliation courts in Minnesota hear civil matters regarding damages in amounts of up to
$4,000. Each county (with the exceptions of Hennepin and Ranisey where it is a separate court)
has a conciliation court division of the district court.

IMarshall,1. (1984, February). Court Consolidation Study Commission: Final r~m::t. St.
Paul, MN: Court Consolidation Study Committee.
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This begs the question, ''Could county boundaries be conformed to the judicial district
boundaries?" It seems quite apparent from looking at the map ofthe judicial districts in
Minnesota that the answer is not easily (see map, next page). A common complaint expressed by
current counties with large geographical areas, is that it is difficult to effectively deliver services
to the entire county. St. Louis County which encompasses over 6,000 square miles already.
Should one very large county be formed out of St. Louis, Lake, Cook, and Carlton Counties in
order to conform with the current Sixth Judicial District boundaries? This new county would be
over 10,000 square miles. 2 This probably would be neither feasible nor desirable from any public
policy or court administration standpoint.

In addition, it has not been proven or disproven, due to the difficulty in assessment, whether the
state takeover of district court costs has resulted in any significant savings, according to Janet
M~rsha1l3, who authored the first study on court consolidation. She also noted that a study done
on Iowa which determined that consolidating county courts (combining two or more county
courts into one) would save some money for the court system, but it would cost the Sheriff's
department and others involved in judicial matters more as they would no\v have to travel longer
distances to perform their duties at the courthouse.
Marshall in her study also noted that while the courts have been consolidated into district courts,
each county maintains its own cou.rt administrator, in addition to the district court administrators,
as well as other county court personneL Thus, each county remains responsible for a number of
services and costs even though the state pays for many of the costs ofthe district courts.

Regional Development Commissions

If it would not be feasible to conform county boundaries to judicial district boundaries, would it
be feasible to conform to Regional Development Commission boundaries? The immediate apparat
anSV,ler would appear to be once again, no, for several reasons. The most obvious is again the
size of the Regional Development Commissions. The state would be no better offwith counties
the size of Regional Development Commissions than it would be if counties were configured with
the judicial districts. Counties would lose touch with their constituents, they would face greater
difficulties in servicing all oftheir residents, and the issue ofwhere to place the county seat would
surface again and certainly become a contentious matter.
The second problem with the Regional Development Commission configuration is the lack of
uniformity in services that they offer. Some Regional Development Commissions are inactive
.and/or invisible to the public (see Appendix 1). Why then would the public see any merit to
conforming county boundaries to those boundaries? Of course, if counties were. adjusted to the
same configurations as Regional Development Commissions, there would be Uttle or no need for

2 If counties boundaries were changed to conform with judicial district boundaries, the largest
new county would be the Ninth Judicial District with over 20,000 square miles.

3

Marshall, 1. (1996, December 30). Telephone Interview.
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Regional Development Commissions, since the county would now be the size of what once was
an entire multi-county region. The Commissions are currently responsible for developing and
coordinating regional economic plans and reviewing programs related to those agencies,
governments, and other facilities in its region. Perhaps if county jurisdictional areas became as
large as the Commissions, they could assume the responsibilities of the Commission, therefore
eliminating one governmental entity. But, nevertheless, the shear geographical size and diversity
ofthe Commissions coverage area is too large to be efficient and effectiVe in the admi:n.istration of
county services. The service area is too large and the density of such areas is too low to create
economies of scale. These new counties would be as larger than St. Louis County, which has a
rather low population density and a large service area. St. Louis County utilizes satellite offices
to service the entire county, which can be costly.
Further, by way of illustration, several reasons have been suggested for the demise of the
Region 10 Development Commission: 4
1. Too large of an area - The commission represented a large area of differing
demographics, such as some areas that were more concerned with issues related to the
river while others were more concerned with agricultural issues. Little consensus existed.

2. Large cities - Large cities'in the commission's jurisdiction yielded great power and
could influence much of the decision making.
3. Too Many Personalities ~ Jealousies existed between the cities and smaller units of
government over funding. There were also perhaps too many representatives on the
Commission which fostered many opposing opinions and ideas and little consensus.
If counties 'Yere configured in the same manner as the regional development commissions,

counties could potentially face the same problems. The area would certainly be too large (see
map, next page), cities within the county may yield great power while the rural areas may struggle
for representation or recognition, and there may be too many people involved representing too
many interests to effectively reach consensus on many issues.
Highway Maintenance Districts
Highway maintenance districts are another potential set of boundaries to which county boundaries
could' conform. They essentially exist in Minnesota to service the state road system There are 8
districts in Minnesota, and most ofthese districts are divided into two sections (A and B). If
counties were conformed along the lines of highway maintenance districts, there would be thirteen
counties (three districts are not subdivided). Once again, it is evident by viewing the map of
current highway maintenance districts (see map, next page) that it would be very difficult to
configure counties in this way and still maintain effective and efficient service areas. For example,
4Dhein, J., Schroeder, R R, Johnson, M., & Holewa, C. (1982). Dissolution ofa Regional
Development Commission. Mankato, MN: Authors, p. 18.
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District lA stretches from the southern border of Pine County to the northe
astern most part of the
State, Cook County, an area ofperhaps 15,000 square miles.

Barriers to Multiple County Consolidations
The previous three suggestions for the realignment of county boundaries
involved the
consolidation of multiple counties to reduce the number of counties in
the state. Consolidations
on such a broad scale which would dramatically reduce the number of
counties creates three
principal: location of the county seat, the need for satellite offices, and
the need to establish
uniform compensation packages.

Location of the County Seat
With administrative districts such as judicia~ highway maintenance, and
Regional Development
Commissions that encompass large amounts ofland , it is not only difficu
lt to imagine how
services would be delivered, it is also difficult to determine where the
county seats should or
would be. All of these districts have a central office, which is quite often
located in one of the
existing county seats. This might make the issue of the new county seat's
location appear easy to
determine, but would those cities whi9,h are currently county seats and
their residents, be willing
to surrender their identity and status as a county seat? From the feedba
ck offered by county
residents and officials on the surveys and in focus group discussions,
the answer is clearly "No!"
The fight over the location of the new county seat of the combined county
could be long, hard,
and trying. It might lead to deep animosities between different areas
within the newly created
county. One area where the debate was recently played out was Rosea
u County, in which
residents debated over wheth er or not to build a new county courthouse
in the current county seat
of Roseau or should a new county courthouse (and county seat) be built
in Warroad. After
protra cted debate and many heated arguments, it was determined that
the City of Roseau would
remain the county seat.

Needf or Satellite Offices
By creating a significantly larger county, it becomes more difficult to
service the entire county
population from one central office. It becomes necessary to develop
satellite offices to service
those residents who are more geographically removed from the county
seat. St. Louis County has
had to implement satellite offices in order to offer services effectively.
The county seat is Duluth,
but the county maintains offices and service centers in Hibbing and Virgin
ia. Of course, it
becomes more expensive to deliver services from three facilities, rather
than just one central
facility. However, with a county the size of St. Louis, it would be nearly
impossible to service the
entire population out of Duluth, and to do so would incur perhaps even
higher costs than
maintaining satellite offices, both for citizens and the county. Howev
er, no matter what method
St. Louis County choose s to deliver services, it is generally more expens
ive to deliver services to
its residents (per capita) than it is for counties with smaller geographical
areas to deliver services.

Need to Establish Uniform Wage and Benefit Packages
Currently in Minnesota, county employees in the same occupation may
have different wage and

salary levels, depending on in which county they work. Consolidating many
counties into one
larger county would require employee compensation plans to be equaliz
ed. As Figure 27

101

ing upon which
illlustrates/ a person with the same occupation earns different wages depend
nsation would
compe
in
county employs them. If counties were consolidated, these differences
l district they are
have to be equalized. Figure 27 only selected counties according to which judicia
to show the
in (though such differences exist no matter how counties are grouped) in order
to $6,000 or more.
variation in wages. The occupations listed below have differences of$4, 000
ies
Figure 27: Wage Levels for Mechanics and Janito rs in Selected Count
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Thus, while some money may be saved through the elimination of selected positions, generally upper
and middle management, many positions would not or could not be eliminated as the volume ofwork
would not decrease as a result of the consolidation, and employee compensation would have to be
equalized with others holding the same position. Most likely, the wages and benefits would be
equalized to the higher or highest paid employee's wages and benefits.

School Districts
Ifit is not possible to make larger counties, would it be possible to make smaller counties, perhaps
the size of school districts? At first this may seem possible, as school districts are prominent players
in local politics. Many residents also identifY closely with their local school district, or at least with
their local high school, so changing county boundaries to conform with school district boundaries
may enhance resident identity with the county. However, there are significant reasons why it is not
feasible to adjust county boundaries to conform to school district boundaries as well. One is simply
the number of school districts in Minnesota. The 1994-1995 school year involVed 393 school
districts. If county boundaries were in conformance with school district boundaries, Minnesota
would have roughly roo more counties than Texas, the state which at present has the most counties
in the U.S. As one might imagine, many ofthese school districts are geographically quite small,
particularly in areas of the State with high population densities. Conversely, sparsely populated
areas of the State have geographically large school districts, such as in northern Minnesota (see
school district map at the end of this section).
Conforming county boundaries to school district boundaries would do little to make population and
resource distnlmtion more equal As the following table indicates, many school districts have less
than 500 students, while others have 10,000 or more (Average Daily Membership is a measure of
enrollment that weights each pupil according to the actual time which they were enrolled during the
school year). Therefore, if counties were configured the same way, numerous counties would have
perhaps less than 2,000 residents, while many others could have populations of 40,000 or more.
Changing county boundaries to be in conformance with school district boundari~s would do little to
decrease the fiscal disparities between counties (and school districts) or to even out the economic
and resource bases.
Adjusting county boundaries to school district boundaries may also reduce service efficiencies if
counties became smaller and their population bases were reduced. In addition, land records, which
are presently maintained by counties, would. have to be (sub)divided, which could become
expensive and difficult task.

an

Further, in Minnesota there has been a trend toward school district consolidations, whlch the State
Legislature has encouraged through legislation enabling and encouraging consolidation. Thirty years
ago, there were over 2,500 school districts in Minnesota. During the 1994-1995 school year, there
were only 393 school districts. School district consolidation is discussed in more detail in the next
chapter, but it certainly indicates that school districts are finding it more efficient, effective or
otherwise beneficial to expand their service areas and service base through consolidation.
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State of Minnesota
School Districts 1995-1996

Figure 28: 1994-1995 School District Enrollment'
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Source: Minnesota Departinent of Children, Families, and Learning.
The configurations ofthese school districts are also not always easily deciphered. Many districts
have extremely jagged edges, as can be seen from the map of school districts. This would only lend
to more confusion amongst residents in determining what level of government provides what service.
For residents on or near the borders of these districts, they may be unsure of which county to
approach for services. Further, in many areas these district lines would certainly divide cities, so that
additional cities would be divided between two or more counties. And where would the county seats
be? And how many would there be? Such a boUndary change would be an administrative, logistica~
economic, and practical nightmare.

Conclusion
It is clear that trying to dramatically adjust Minnesota's counties to conform to other current
governmental or administrative boundaries within the State seems to be infeasible and!or unwise. It
certainly would do little to improve the services (or reduce the delivery cost of services) to residents
or to ilnprove the efficiency of services delivered. It is more likely that it would lead to a decrease in
the quality of services at a higher cost, and would result in a feeling of greater alienation by the
voters and taxpayers (particularly if the number of counties was significantly reduced). Residents
would either be a great, distance from the county seat, and may therefore become less involved in
county politics and experience an increased apathy toward government, or every major city in the
State would be a county seat for one or more counties.

The mere fact that there are so many different boundaries and governmental districts in Minnesota
illustrates the point that for each service, there seems to be a different ideal or practical
configuration. Granted, not every district is configured ideally, but if the geography and population
composition did not impact each service differently, there would be no need to have different

6Charter schools are also included in the figures.
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boundaries for many different services, or special purpose units of government. Given that
knowledge, how can a county, which offers a multitude of different services, have an ideal
configuration for delivering all of its services effectively and efficiently, given the vast differences
between counties economically, geographically, demographically, and politically?
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I

I

Overview
Through the course of the study, we have gathered of a variety of opinions and facts related to
county government, some complimentary and others not. Therefore, it is difficult to report with
complete and certain conviction that county boundaries should (or should not) be adjusted in
Minnesota. In the minds of many, the time has moved beyond one in which county boundaries are
the limit ofa county's service area. Joint Power Agreements and the State Legislature have
exPanded'the county's role, responsibilities and service boundaries beyond simply providing for
residents within its own political boundaries. CoUnties now cooperate with eaqh other and
municipalities to provide services to areas in some cases which include several counties.
Despite the trend toward county cooperation and collaboration, it is apparent that boundary lines
continue to be important. However, their significance is not related as much to service delivery as
it is to, history, tradition and identity'issues. County lines have remained important partially
because oftheir symbolic meaning. We have observed many instances in which there remains a
strong personal association with the county for many rural residents. Rural residents often feel
that they are a resident of a county rather than of a township or nearby community. Many people
also feel that county residents in rural areas are more aware ofthe services offered by the county
than are residents in more urban areas.
This is not to say that county boundary lines are not essential for service delivery. Counties are
still responsible, by state mandate, for many services within their boundaries such as roads and
bridges, public safety, human services, and waste management, amongst others. The point is that
county services are no longer as restricted by boundary lines as they once were. Counties now
have a variety of cooperative and shared service agreements with their neighboring counties, or
with cities and towns, to provide services. Counties can, with the cooperation of other counties,
provide services outside oftheir boundary lines, ifthey deem it mutually deSirable and feasible

Changing county boundary lines in some counties may positively impact service delivery and
countY finances. If a county with a small population is able to serve more residents, it may be able
to reduce costs through economies of scale. Or, a county with a large geographical area may be
able to adjust its boundaries, making its jurisdictional area small, and increase the effectiveness of
its services and/or reduce the costs of delivery. Therefore, the issue of county boundary
adjustments should not be completely dismissed, as it may prove beneficial to selected counties or
areas ofthe state. However, there appears to be no direct correlation between population size and
per capita expenditures, so the costs savings associated with an increase in population or
geographic area is speculative.
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Size alone does not determine what the effects of a consolidation might be. In a study done on
municipal consolidations, it was found that "size alone is not sufficient for predicting which
communities would find it cost advantageous to consolidate.,,1 This study, which examined nine
municipalities, all with populations under 20,000, found that it would be disadvantageous for
municipalities which had part-time police 'officers, contracts for dispatch, and lower pay and wage
benefits to consolidate. Assuming wages would be equalized upon consolidation (that employees
in the municipality with low wages would be brought up to the higher wage levels of the other
municipalities cooperating in the consolidation), the municipality with previously low wages
would have the most to lose from a consolidation.
Obstacles
Clearly there are some large, looming obstacles that would first have to be overcome before any
boundary adjustments or consolidations could occur. The major obstacles, which were discussed
in previous chapters, may on paper, seem to be rather insignificant, since they are generally related
to personal attitudes and opinions and may be open to disputable. However, attitudes are difficult
to change, and are carried on from g<;meration to generation. Many people's opinions are formed at
an early age, and often remain with them for the duration of their existence. Therefore, how do we
go about changing those opinions and attitudes? Showing someone facts and figures does not
necessarily change viewpoints; rather it may create cynicism or disbelief. After all, numbers and
facts are subject to being manipulated to show desiredresults.
Viewpoints may also be difficult to change due, in part, to the growing distrust of government and
government officials by citizens. Too often the public (voters, taxpayers and consumers of
government services) hear of unscrupulous or unwise actions at some level of government, from
the least powerful positions to the most powerful. The public feels as though they are losing
control of government; that it is no longer of the people, for the people, or by the people. How do
those in government service begin the process of regaining and rebuilding public trust once again?
Many do not feel that making government entities bigger is the best way to accomplish this.
Rather, it moves the government farther away from the citizens it is meant to serve.
Certainly there are other barriers beyond the apprehensions, fears and attitudes of citizens and
elected officials. Financial barriers may also keep counties from being willing to participate in a
boundary adjustment. A county may lose some state funding if a boundary adjustment prevents it
from meeting specified criteria to receive funding. Or, a county may lose a portion of its economic
base through a boundary adjustment. How would the county compensate for the lost revenue? The
obvious answer is to raise taxes, which is not a popular course to undertake.
Another looming financial barrier may be differing tax rates between counties. If a county is taking
annexing a portion of another county, and that new portion has a different tax rate than the other,

IBunch, B. S., & Strauss, R. P. (1992, June). Municipal consolidation: An analysis ofthe
financial benefits for fiscally distressed small municipalities. Urban Affairs Quarterly, 27, 625.
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what tax rate will be used? Will it go up or down? What if that new population demands more
services, but does not contribute equally to the tax base? Expenditures for the new county could
potentially increase faster than revenues if the new population receives more services than what
they pay in taxes.

As has been noted previously, bordering counties may have far different economic and social
resources at their disposal. One county may have a smaller economic base than another, and may
only be able to offer limited services to its residents. Another county may be able to offer
numerous services beyond the minimum essential services. Therefore, will the more affluent
county be willing to take on a tax base which will not be able to pay for the increased services it is
receiving? or if part of the affluent county becomes a part of the less affluent, will those new
residents of the county be willing to sacrifice certain services they are used to receiving? Many of
the other obstaCles have been discussed previously in this report such as the decision over a county
seat. Where will it be? What will the name be? Will the county itself change its name? What
happens to county employees? Are more employees hired, or are excess employees let go? How
will collective bargaining agreements be reconciled? Certainly these are hurdles that must be
overcome. Some can be solved through financial means, such as compensation for those
employees who are released But how expensive would it be? Would it outweigh the costsavings
of adjusting county boundaries?
Options
Clearly many of these have to be examined and solved on a local basis. No econometric or other
formula exists that can solve these problems for every county in every situation, just as there is no
formula to determine which counties would most likely be willing to participate, or would reap the
most benefits from a consolidation. Therefore, it should be left up to each individual county to
determine whether it would be feasible and desirable for them to adjust their boundary lines. The
state should not mandate that boundary lines be adjusted Counties even within one state can
differ immensely, and what may be successful for one county could be disastrous for another.
Strong sentiments exist in Minnesota regarding the autonomy of counties. Counties would like
more leeway to provide the services that are sought by their residents. They are generally not
supportive of state formulas for providing services. Mandates are often too restrictive on counties
according to some residents and county officials. They hinder counties from finding the most
effective and efficient means of service delivery. If left to their own devices, there is widespread
sentinlent amongst county officials that counties will of their own accord will find the most
effective and efficient ways to deliver services, including cooperating with other counties, if
practica~ to provide the service.
Many other means of increasing efficiency and decreasing costs are available to county officials.
One that has been discussed in some detail in this report is Joint Power Agreements. Another
option available to counties is privatizing a service or public-private partnerships. These
partnerships provide many ofthe same benefits as county boundary adjustments or consolidations
may hope to provide. They are able to offer lower costs through competitive bidding, better
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quality services because a direct monetary incentive exists, the ability to circumvent bureaucratic
roadblocks, and economies of scale because overhead administrative costs are spread over a
larger population. Economies of scale differ for different services, therefore a county may be able
to achieve economies of scale for some services but not others.
Phoenix, Arizona has been successful in using private companies to offer services in the area of
garbage collection. In 1977, Phoenix opened areas of the city to bids for garbage collection.
Various companies competed with the city to provide services. This forced the city to find more
efficient means of collecting garbage, and eventually, the city won back some ofthe contracts it
had lost to the private, companies. 2
Privatization certainly has its disadvantages as well The process is subject to corruption. There
may be room for such actions as bribery, kickbacks, and collusive bidding. Contracts, in some
cases have become tools of political patronage to reward supporters. Therefore, these contracts
may not provide lower costs or any other benefits directly to the public.
Privatization, while it has the potential to bring lower costs, can conversely bring higher costs to
taxpayers and governmental entities. Contractors may bid extremely low to get the contract, but
"as contract performance continues, the city or state finds itself dependent upon the particular
contractor to such an extent that it cannot change contractors or take back the service.,,3 In
addition, there may be hidden costs that are not considered by the governmental entity such as
contract preparation, administration and monitoring of the contractor, and the use ofpUblic
facilities or materials.
Contracts can lead to lower quality services as well Private firms are profit motivated, and may
be inclined, it is suggested by critics, to cut comers to lower their costs and increase their profits.
Poor quality service could also result from a lack of complete specifications in the contract or
simply poor contract administration and monitoring.
Clearly, privatization is a complex, divisive issue, as are county bmmdary adjustments. What
works in one area may not be successful in another. Therefore, it should be left up to each entity
to decide for itselfwhat would be most feasible and fimctional Incentives could, perhaps, be
provided by the state, though it is unclear what the necessary incentiVes would be. To determine
this would take serious consideration by the state and by the affected counties.
Counties may also be able to improve services through the use of seamless services. Under such a
system, residents could obtain county services from any county, ~ot just their own county. Many
county residents actually reside -doser to the county seat of a neighboring county than they do to

i.-evine, M 1. (1990) Privatization ofgovernment: The delivety ofpublic goods and services
by private means. Alexandria, VA: International Press Management Association.
3Levine, M. 1. 28.
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their own county seat. However, they are required to travel the longer distance to their own
county seat to receive services, rather than to'the conveniently located neighboring county's seat.
Some feel that this system can be changed. Technology today provides the opportunity to share
and transfer information quickly and economically. Thus, counties could easily service residents of
another county and simply bill the residents' home county for the services. This concept is widely
known as seamless services, meaning that there are no boundary lines (or seams) for service
provision. While in truth the resident is paying taxes and receiving services from one county, he or
she can go to any county to obtain necessary services without it being a problem for him or her.
The records could simply be transferred via computer between counties. Such a system may also
create more uniformity in services between counties to make administration of such a system
easier and more economical.

The State of Minnesota's Role in County Boundary Adjustments
Studies have been done in the past on the effects and methods the federal government uses to
encourage innovation in local govel1Ul1ents. One study hypothesized that ''Diffusion rates will be
faster for policies with federal incentiVes than for policies without such incentives. ,>4 The article
continues on to suggest that states may comply faster to federal policies ",lith the "carrot"
(incentives) method is used rather than the "stick" (punishment) method. "That is, threats of the
withdrawal of federal funds frequently stimulate states to resist federal encroachment by not
complying."s The same article also suggests that positive incentives which offer money or other
incentives upon compliance are more effective than negative incentives which threaten local
governments with a loss of money if action is not taken to change the situation.
Another source suggests three types ofincentives or methods governments can use to encourage
compliance and innovation from smaller governments or agencies. 6 The first would be to provide
information to local managers that would increase their knowledge ofpossible innovations or
changes that could be made. The second is providing incremental funding to defray some ofthe
costs of compliance or innovation. The third method would be to provide the technical assistance
needed by local governments to comply with the regulation or encourage innovation.
Given the possibilities ofthe carrot or the stick methods, and the various forums to encourage
compliance; what should be the state's role in county boundary adjustments? It is evident that it
would not be in the best interest of state government offici~s to mandate boundary adjustments
and county consolidations, or city/county consolidations. While state directives may be the most

4Welch, S., & Thompson, K (1980, November) The impact of federal incentives on state
policy innovations. American Journal of Political Science, 24(4},. 719.
sWelch, S. & Thompson, K 719.
~eimer, D. (1980, Wmter). Federal intervention~in the process of innovation in local public

agencies: A focus on organizational incentives. Public Policy, 28, (1), 93-116.
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efficient way to facilitate adjustments, they are not well accepted by the public or county officals
and would only lead to increased apathy, mistrust, resistance, and/or 'abhoration of state
government by the public and county officials. In addition, a referendum would be required to
make boundary changes, and the generally unpopular nature of a state mandated boundary
adjustment might be reflected negativity toward the referendum and its initiatives by the voting
public based not on the merits ofthe consolidation proposal but on the issue of the state mandate.
State legislators are probably aware of this and have made no previous attempts to mandate
county boundary changes. Certainly threatening the counties with reduced funding or other
assistance (the stick method) is not a feasible option in the case of county boundary adjustments.
The State Legislature has, however, mandated boundary changes for school districts. In the late
1800's and early 1900's, Minnesota had approximately 8,000 school districts. By the mid 1940's,
tha! number had decreased to about 7,600. By the early 1950's, a major consolidation effort had
begun throughout the state to dramatically reduce the number of school districts. The main result
of this was the closure of many one-room country schools. In 1960, there we~e 2,581 school
dLetricts; 764 of those were non-operational, and 1,371 operated only elementary schools. 7 ill
1963, the first mandatory school reorganization bill which forced non-operational school districts
to dissolve was passed. In 1967, the state ordered all districts with only elementary schools to
merge with districts having high schools. This reduced the number of school districts to about
550. 8 One other attempt was made'in 1977 to reduce the number of school districts further to
100, but rural Minnesota districts strongly opposed the measure and the bill was defeated.
Recognizing the political ramifications of school district consolidatio~ state government has
begun to focus on cooperation as a means to improve the educational environment. As
demonstrated in the following Tables, there are numerous statutes in Minnesota relating to school
cooperation and consolidation. Those chosen below represent a majority of the statutes affecting
school consolidations. The number of school districts in Minnesota has been steadily decreasing,
which would suggest that the incentives offered by the state have been effective in accomplishing
their goals. Many districts have found it more feasible and economical to combine or cooperate
and thereby, able to offer a higher quality education and educational services to their students and
their community.

7Northem Minnesota Citizens League. (1988) The future of school districts in Northern
Minnesota. Grand Rapids, MN: Author, 11.
~orthem Minnesota Citizens League. 11.
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Figure'29:
Statutes Allowing for Restructuring of School Districts
Statute Nwnber and Title

StatUte Description

120.0752 Agreement Between Districts

Districts may make agreements for individual students to enroll in districts in
which they are not residents.

122.21 Detachment and Annexation

Transfers small portions of land from one distriCt to another.

122.22 Dissolution and Attachment

Dissolves one school district and attaches that district to one or more
adjoining districts.
. Two or f!loreschool districts may mer~either PQrtions or all of their districts
.through the precess ofconsolidation.

122.23 Consolidation
122.41

Duty to Maintain Ele'mentary

Encourages districts to organize into larger units to provide better educational
opportunities, and more economically sound, efficient, and equitable school
districts.

and Secondary Schools

. . . . :."
'

122535 Agreement for Secondary
EdUcation
.'

.

. ,
.....

Otlier cljst,r1Cts.

122.541 Interdistrict Cooperation

,'.: ..

'

.. ,

..•..

'. .. J)i$.plcf$.\yIth.1ess than 375 studentsingrAAes7;'12are,@9w~t9enter into
. Magreementor agreements toedutate its-seCondary stiid~fl iri<me or more

'.

.'. .

....

Allows districts to enter into agreements with other districts that result in the
discontinuance ofgrades or portions of grades in one districts, so long as the
grades are provided in a cooperating district. A district must maintain at least
three grades.

for

123.351 CooperativeCeriters
Secondaty.VQCational'
Cooperatives .....•.....'. .

'\,{

123.58 Educational Cooperative Service
Units (ECSU)

Allows for the creation ofECSUs, which are regional education service
agencies directed to assist their member districts in planning and
coordinating.
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Figure 30:
Statutes Allowing for Aid to Facilitate School District Cooperation and Consolidation

Statute Number and Tide

Statute Description

122.91-122.95 Education Districts

A group of districts (at least five districts or four districts with 5,000 pupils or
2,000 square miles) may develop a comprehensive education plan for all the
districts. Specific components must be included in the plan as well as conditions
for employment. The district may issue bonds. Districts are eligible for revenue
based on a per pupil rate, and they may also receive state aid.

124.491-124A96

Agro\lpoffureeor more school districts which meet certain conditions may

Cooperative SecondaryFacilities Grant Act

applY fot a:sta.te grant for up to the lesser ofeither S5,()OO,OOOor 75% of the cost
ot
it SOOQ11daryffiCility,
..
..

124.225, subd. 8L; 124.245, subd. 6;
124A.036, subd. 5

Clarifies that when a student attends a district outside of his or her own, the
resident district's general education and capital revenue is reduced by the amount
the student earned the resident district. The non-resident district's general
education and capital revenue is increased by the amount a student earns the
non-resident district. The non-resident district is also responsible for
transportation from the border to the school, but the resident district is not
responsible for any transportation. If the student is handicapped, the resident
district is responsible for the excess cost of educating the student.

Uniform Payment Procedures

124.2725

C()oper~on

and

Combination Revenue,
124.2726 Consolidation Transition
Revenue

124.2727 School DistriCt.\. ..
Cooperation ~'Veriue
124.2728 Special Consolidation Aid

A school district that is the result of consolidation is eligible for consolidation
transition revenue to be used initially for the payment of district costs for the
early retirement incentives granted by the district under the laws of consolidation.
Any remaining money must be used for first, operating debt, and second, the
general fund. If the aid given by the state is not sufficient, the distTict may levy
the difference over a period oftime (no more than three years). A district cannot
receive this aid if it received revenue under MS. 124.2725.

·····AU~~(6t~~i~ai<lancf

levies to 00 usedt6pufcbaSe gpods<an&services from
•. e11tities fOrmed· for cooperative purposes or to otherwise provide educational
• •.• services inaeooperative manner.
A reorganized school district may receive aid for the first three years of its
reorganization.
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Based on infonnation from the SUIVeys and focus group discussions, it is evident that mandating
consolidation is not an acceptable option for the state. Many citizens and county officials were
quick to comment that boundary change initiatives are, according to the state constitution, subject
to public referendum before any adjustments could be made and therefore, it would be
unconstitutional for the state to unilaterally mandate boundary changes. The public would,
however, be receptive to legislation which would encourage inter-county cooperation in order to
offer a range of services as they see fit, rather than as the result of state mandates. However,
neither citizens nor elected officials were able to offer specifics on howthis could be
accomplished. Citizens and county officials were also somewhat receptive to the idea of the state
offering Gnancial incentives to facilitate boundary adjustments, though very few were able to offer
concrete suggestions regarding the necessary amount. Those who did suggested rather large
annual sums which they would utilize to help defray the costs of boundary adjustments or
consolidation(s).
FINAL CONCLUSIONS

The research for this report clearly indicates that it would not be acceptable for the state to
mandate county boundary adjustments or consolidations. Boundary adjustments Should be
voluntary, with the support of county residents and officials. The state should also recognize that
counties are far more interested in pursuing joint powers agreements and other voluntary
cooperative efforts than they are in pursuing boundary adjustments.
It is not clear how consolidation or boundary adjustments would necessary lead to an improved
quality of serVices, increased range of service, more effective or efficient delivery systems. It is

certain how much the State itselfwould save in administrative costs from the reduction in the
number of counties. Already joint power agreements and regionalization of service delivery
systems have reduced the number of operating entities for services. The Department of
Corrections currently works with 56 counties, there are 10 Judicial Districts, 44 Community
Health Districts and 12 State Highway Maintenance Districts incorporating all 87 counties.
The question remains, would citizens, taxpayers, and consumers of government services benefit
from a reduction in the number of counties or boundary adjustments? Or would the· adjustments
amount to a "zero-sum game" in which fewer counties would be expected to provide the same
level of services across larger geographic areas without being able to realize a significant cost
savings to the county or the state. Alternatively, costs could be shifted to the public who may
have to travel a longer distance or accept reduced service levels, quality, quantity, effectiveness or
efficiency because of an increase in the number of clients or service area.
The state should, therefore, look for additional methods and mechanisms to encourage voluntary
cooperation and collaboration. The nature of incentives which might be necessary to encourage
further collaborative efforts are unclear at this time and further research should be undertaken to
determine what incentives might be necessary. This would require working closely with state
agencies, county officials, and civic organizations in order to gather their input and advice.
Counties would also likely welcome efforts by the state to facilitate delivery of services in
conformance with individual county's desires, needs, and specifications, based on citizen and
elected official inpu( rather than state mandates.
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