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MODERNIZING GOVERNMENT FOR A NEW VIRGINIA
By KATHRYN H. STONE

Nation-wide attention is now being
focused on the need for modernizing state
government, and it seems likely that we
shall soon witness many changes, some
quite fundamental, as the states gear up
to meet today's enlarged responsibilities.
Two important factors accounting for
this fresh interest are: (1) the reappor
tionment of state legislative bodies based
on one-man-one-vote, as now required by
the Federal courts; and (2) the vastly
increased spending power of the states.
No longer are political scientists inclined
to write articles designed to prove the

,.. states obsolete, as was the fashion a few
decades ago.

Enough has been written as a result of
Baker vs. Carr (the Tennessee legislative
reapportionment case) so that the subject
need not be rehearsed here. Virginia, de
spite its reluctance to do so, has accom
plished State legislative reapportionment
gracefully and well, perhaps better than
any other state thus far. Urbanized areas,
particularly suburbia, will play an in
creasingly larger role in State affairs.
There is every reason to believe that Vir
ginia can assimilate the changes which
are bound to come, and is capable of
taking leadership in the movement to
revitalize state government.

The second reason for the spotlight on
the states is the rapid growth in state
services and expenditures. From 1948 to
1964 state expenditures quadrupled as
the table on page 15 shows. The propor
tion of general expenditures of all gov
ernments made by the states has in
creased, while the Federal portion of such
expenditures has decreased. Together,
state and local direct expenditures make
up 75.2 per cent of the total general
expenditures for all governmental units,

,... the Federal, 24.8 per cent. Virginia's 1966-
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68 biennial budget may well reach $2
billion.

A fresh realization of the magnitude
and importance of state government is
becoming evident among students of the
subject and among thoughtful citizens.
"Our Hamstrung Legislatures" and other
similar topics are beginning to appear in
popular journals. It seems likely that the
"low visibility" so often referred to by
commentators on state government is
about to be raised.

The Ford Foundation has made a grant
of $918,500 to the National Municipal
League to finance a five-year study of how
to improve state legislatures. Duke Uni
versity has a two-year project under way
in which former North Carolina Gover
nor Terry Sanford will direct a study re
examining the relations of the states to
each other and to the Federal government
and recommending ways in which the
state governments can meet today's op
portunities and problems.

Next year the American Assembly,
fcunded by Dwight D. Eisenhower when
he ,vas president of Columbia University,
will bring together business, political, and
other leaders in a series of regional and
national meetings to discuss how state leg
islatures can rid themselves of out-moded
practices.

A LOOK AT VIRGINIA

Against this backdrop, let us look more
closely at Virginia.

Occupying a highly strategic geographic
position, the Old Dominion enjoys a di
versified economy, is rapidly attracting
new "growth" industries, and benefits
significantly from Federal establishments.
Scientific research and development firms
are expanding and elevating the tone of
the economy. Such factors, in the setting
of historically good government, augur
well for the future. There is an air of

expectancy that Virginia will very soon
take giant steps to bring State services up
to the level of its great potential. All the
programs of human services, and n10st
importantly, education at all levels, must
be drastically upgraded and expanded if
the State is to take advantage of its truly
unprecedented opportunities. The mod
ernization of legislative processes and the
streamlining of State organization and
administration appear to be essential if
we are to achieve new greatness in the
remaining decades of the twentieth cen
tury.

Too few present-day citizens of Vir
ginia realize that there is a tradition for
tackling needed change in thorough-going
fashion.

The last major modernization of State
government occurred under the energetic
leadership of Governor Harry F. Byrd,
and included both administrative and
constitutional reforms. For help in reor
ganization and administrative reform
Governor Byrd called on the New York
Bureau of Municipal Research, head
ed by Dr. Luther Gulick, for expert ad
vice. Governor BYrd streamlined the
State's nearly 100 separate agencies, fi
nanced previously from about 50 special
and general funds, and consolidated them
into a manageable number of depart
ments directly under the Governor's con
trol, thus beginning the modern era of
the strong executive in Virginia State gov
ernment.

Governor Byrd also appointed a special
committee to study the Constitution and
recommend necessary changes. Sixty some
amendments were proposed as a result of
this effort; these were ratified by the
voters in 1928. Even a cursory examina
tion of the present Constitution will re
veal that it is heavily sprinkled with "The
amendment ratified June 19, 1928."
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By the amendments of 1928 Virginia
gained the "short ballot," with only three
State-wide officials to be elected there
after, the Governor, Lieutenant Gover
nor, and Attorney General. In the future,
the State Superintendent of Public In
struction and other department heads
were to be appointed by the Governor.
Some 99 local commissioners of the reve
nue were abolished; one commissioner of
the revenue was made responsible for
each city and county.

Still another important reform was that
which removed the constitutional strait
jacket which had been blocking progress
in the modernization of county govern
ment. The following footnote to Article
VII, Sec. 110 has a curiously contempo
rary ring. It states:

The form originally prescribed by
the Constitution was not meeting the
needs of some of the counties where
city conditions are fast becoming to
exist; and even in other counties it
was felt by many of the people that
discretion should be given the Gen
eral Assembly to authorize optional
forms. They were moreover of the
opinion that counties and cities
should have equal advantages in
these respects.

Thus, it was established that the General
Assembly should have this power to dele
gate broad powers to local governments, a
power which the General Assembly has
not used fully.

NEEDED CHANGES IN 1965

1\1any more changes brought about by
Governor Byrd in his administration
could be detailed, but enough has been
recounted to demonstrate the magnitude
of the reform of that day, 40 years ago.
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What are sonle of the changes needed to
day?

For the purpose of opening up a dia
logue looking toward the modernization
of State government to meet today's
needs, the writer will offer, somewhat
dogmatically, certain proposals as fuel for
the fire of public discussion.

• Annual sessions of the General As
sembly are essential if the business of the
Commonwealth is to be properly trans
acted. There is simply not enough time
in a biennial 60-day session to do the
job. Because of this, more and more spe
cial sessions are being called in Virginia,
and in the other 31 states which meet for
short sessions biennially. Special sessions
tend to -be confined to -a single subject;
the uncertainty of the time at which they
will be called makes planning difficult.
The legislative process should be a con
tinuous one and the budget should be an
annual one, as it is very nearly impossible
in our fast-moving world to plan accu
rately for two years.

• The salaries of legislators should be
increased to a reasonable figure which
can be expected to cover the costs of
public service. Legislators should not get
rich from public service, but neither
should they have to contribute from their
personal fortunes for the privilege of
serving. The average citizen is amazed
to learn that Virginia's Delegates and Sen
ators are compensated by the magnificent
sum of $1,080, plus an "expense account"
of $700, based on 'what is deemed neces
sary to cover the regular session of 60
days every other year. But a legislator's
duties go on continuously, perhaps not
full-time, but certainly they are demand
ing. The unrealistic salary and the costs
of campaigning, which have grown ra
pidly in recent years, limit the field of
candidates to the upper income classes.

• Legislators should be provided with
adequate secretarial staff and research as
sistance. Research should be provided on
substantive matters, not merely at the bill
drafting stage. Such research could be
provided by a system of interns in State
government, in which graduate students
from the University of Virginia or other
State-supported colleges could be enlisted
for training and experience. Such a plan
is not uncommon in other states and has
been notably successful in California
where graduate students in law, journal
ism, political science, economics, soci
ology, and criminology have contributed
much needed research while gaining ex-

perience in the processes of state govern
ment. Many have advanced to regular po-~
sitions after 10 months of internship, .,
most of them as highly placed committee
consultants.

• There should be some State office in
each jurisdiction to which citizens could
go during regular business hours to seek
information and assistance on State mat
ters. Also, legislators should have a local
place to do business.

• A transcript of legislative sessions,
and perhaps committee meetings, should
be kept. This can be done easily on tape
and made available at the State Library.
Too much time is now consumed in at
tempting, generally futilely, to determine
what-the "legislative intent" might-have
been! This is often a matter of real im
portance when a question arises in court.

• Lobbyists should be required to
wear badges with name and organization
or employer. The badges should indicate
whether or not the person is being com
pensated for lobbying, perhaps red tags
for those compensated and blue tags for
the representatives of citizen organiza
tions who are uncompensated. This is not
to say that lobbying is wrong, but that it
should be visible. The writer does not
know how many sessions it takes a really
bright legislator to sort out all of the~
lobbyists; however, in 12 years at Rich
mond she never felt she had them all
accurately identified.

• A conflict of interest statute should
be enacted as a guideline to the conduct
of legislators and State employees.

• Both houses of the General Assem
bly could profitably examine their com
mittee structures, processes, and rules in
the interest of attaining greater effective
ness. There are many committees still
listed in the· committee structure, but
which never meet. New committees are
needed to relieve some of the major com
mittees which are now overburdened. .A.l
so, the committees need staff consultants
who are versed in the content of matters
before them. As it is now, the committees
rely heavily on the executive departments
for substantive analysis, which often cur
tails or limits independent legislative
judgment.

It will be noted that the suggestions
thus far pertain to the legislative branch
of State government. Change is also indi
cated for the executive branch.

• The Governor should be allowed to
succeed himself, thus being held respon
sible by the electorate if he chooses to run~



for a second term. Although the Governor
~of Virginia has strong executive powers
" (and properly so) he seldom exerts them

fully. The Virginia custom of passing the
gubernatorial honor around within a
small group of loyal and distinguished
Virginians, one term each, tends towards
cautious caretaking rather than decisive
political leadership. The one-term limita
tion, so common in colonial constitutions,
has long since been abolished in most
states; only 14 states still prohibit the
Governor from succeeding himself. Mis
souri voters recently approved a consti
tutional amendment to permit the Gov
ernor to succeed himself, and Louisiana
and other states are considering a similar
proposal.

• A complete modernization of the
organization and administration of State
departments, agencies, and boards, com
parable in thoroughness to the reforms
of Governor Byrd in the 1920's, is in
order. Consultants with expert knowledge
and experience in modern methods of
state administration should be employed
by incoming Governor Mills E. Godwin,
who should then make his own proposals
for reorganization. Large numbers of
boards with operating functions consti
tute an outmoded method of getting the

... job done and are a brake on efficient
" and timely decision-making by the Execu

tive.

Space does not permit the treatment of
other aspects of State government which
citizens are questioning. Should there be
a State Compensation Board with Whip
hand over the salaries of local constitu
tional officers? Does the State Corporation
Commission have too much power and
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too little responsibility to the public?
Why should there not be some measure
of protection for the consumer as well as
the corporation? Should the responsibility
for highway expenditures be insulated
from public pressures and citizen desires
in an all-powerful State Highway Com
mission? Why does Virginia keep up the
pretense of being debt free? We could
effect considerable economies in interest
costs by admitting that the Common
wealth would not, of course, allow any
default of bonds contracted for by its
constituent institutions.

THE NEED FOR A CONSTITUTIONAL

CONVENTION

Some of the above-mentioned needs for
modernizing State government can be
achieved by the General Assembly with
out constitutional amendment. There is
wide latitude for legislative action with
respect to local government. For example,
optional charters more suitable for urban
counties can be devised and the large
number of "charter bills," many of them
of very minor and local importance, can
be eliminated.

Virginia claims credit for the first city
manager government and the first county
manager government in the United
States.· Early in the city manager move-

·This depends upon definition. Harold A. Stone,
Don K. Price, and Kathryn H. Stone, City Manager
Government in U.S. (Chicago: Public Administra
tion Service, 1940), recognized that Staunton, Vir
ginia, was the first city to appoint a "manager,"
but that Sumter, South Carolina, had the first city
manager charter according to Richard S. Childs,
"father" of the plan. Arlington County was the
first county in the nation to have the county man
ager form and achieved it through what was in
effect a special charter grant by the General
Assembly applying only to Arlington. This action
was the forerunner of the two optional forms of
government now open to all counties in addition
to the form prescribed in the State Constitution.

ment, the State encouraged localities to
adopt the form and the more efficient
methods of public administration which
accompanied the rise of city .manager
government. It should not be difficult for
State legislators to see that local govern
ment in Virginia is now strong enough to
warrant a larger measure of local home
rule.
CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION CALLED FOR

To accomplish a thorough moderniza
tion of State government will require a
constitutional convention. It is time that
Virginians begin a dialogue on the need
and the timing, and start the preparatory
work which must precede the calling of
such a convention.

It should not be necessary to remind
Virginians that Thomas Jefferson believed
that, in order to give each new generation
a chance to adapt its government to its
contemporary needs, a new constitution
should be drawn up every 20 years. The
right to change the constitution is guar
anteed by the Declaration of Rights, the
near-sacred Article I of the Constitution
of Virginia which states:

[O]f all the various modes and forms
of government, that is best which is
capable of producing the greatest
degree of happiness and safety, and
is most effectually secured against the
danger of maladministration; and
whenever any government shall be
found inadequate or contrary to
these purposes, a majority of the com
munity hath an indubitable, inalien
able, and indefeasible right to re
form, alter or abolish it, in such man
ner as shall be judged most condu
cive to the public weal.

CIVILIAN-DOMESTIC DIRECT GENERAL EXPENDITURES
BY GOVERNlVIENTS, 1948, 1954, AND 1964

(dollar amounts in millions)

Civilian-Dolnestic Direct General Expenditures

1948 1954 1964

Government

Federal·
State and Local

State Only
Total for all Governments

Percentage Percentage
Amount of Total Amount of Total Amount

$ 8,713 33.0 $12,792 29.4 $22,838
17,684 67.0 30,701 70.6 69,302
6,186 23.4 10,109 23.2 24,275

26,397 100.0 43,493 100.0 92,140

Percentage
of Total

24.8
75.2
26.3

100.0

·Total direct general expenditures less expenditures for defense and international relations, space research and technology, interest
on general debt, and veterans' services.

Sources: u.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Governments: 1962, Vol. VI, No.4; Historical Statistics on Governmental Finances
,.. and Employment, 1964, pp. 36, 39, 42; Governmental Finances in 1963-1964, pp. 19, 25.



What is the process by which the Old
Dominion can acquire a new constitu
tion? Because it has not been done since
1902, it may be worthwhile to rehearse
the process.

The General Assembly, by a simple
majority vote of both houses, may submit
the question of holding a convention to a
vote of the citizens, who then may ap
prove by a simple majority. If the voters
approve, the General Assembly at its next
session must provide for the election of
delegates to such a convention. The con
vention itself may put the new constitu
tion into effect, or it may submit it to the
voters for ratification. Since our Virginia
Bill of Rights asserts that "the people are
the source of power," it is appropriate
that a new constitution should be ratIfied
at the polls. Virginians have replaced
their existing constitution four times 
in 1830, 1851, 1869, and 1902. As already
noted, an extensive revision also occurred
in 1928.

Since it is likely that Virginia will
approach the calling of a constitutional
convention with its usual care and cau
tion, a constitutional amendment to short
en the amending process should be con
sidered by the 1966 General Assembly.
Where broad consensus has been reached
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by the public and the legislators, there
is no reason to require the approval of
of two legislative sessions ("the second
approval to be by the first regular session
held after the next general election of
members of the House of Delegates") .

Delegate Bernard Levin of Norfolk
recently announced that he intends to
introduce an amendment which will pro
vide that if three-fifths of the members in
each of the two houses agree to initiate
a constitutional amendment, it would
need only the ratification of the electorate
to become effective. This would mean
that, if the amendment or amendments
were adopted, an amendment initiated
by the regular session of the General
Assembly. c01.tld he.. _placed._on .thebaJlot
at the general election in the following
November. It is to be hoped that Delegate
Levin's proposal will be given serious
consideration, since much of the "horse
and buggy" character of State govern
ment in Virginia, as elsewhere, arises
from eighteenth century timing in a
twentieth century world.

THE CHALLENGE

In summary, it should be said for the
.:.rd that Virginia's State government

in many respects is superior among the
states of the Union. Its simple, rational...
plan of significant units of local govern- "
ment, without over-lapping counties and
cities, and without the clutter of many
special districts, is basically a model. The
dedication of State employees, including
teachers and professors in public institu
tions, is impressive. The detailed knowl
edge of State affairs possessed by some of
the legislative leaders is probably unsur
passed in any other state.

The challenge before Virginia now is
to assimilate and make the most of
change. It is said that the fur-hat boys
from the Piedmont were a bit difficult
for the Tidewater gentlemen of the
Honse ..of .. lrurgesses_...t.!L.UJJderstand-...aruL_.__..
accept when they first appeared at the
Capitol in Williamsburg. But the accom
modation was made. Today's changes, re
sulting from population growth, urban
concentration, and a technological society
are bound to be jarring to those who love
the past, but more and more Virginians
are sensing the unique potential of the
new Virginia and are eager to help to
realize it. Change in Virginia can be as
great and as good as we are willing to
make it.
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