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VIRGINIA AND THE COUNCIL-MANAGER PLAN
By JOHN P. WHEELER
No matter how you look at it, the
council-manager plan for urban local
government has a stronger hold on the
loyalties of Virginians than on any other
group of Americans. On whatever dimension one chooses to measure, Virginia's
record of support for this plan is rarely
exceeded, and when all dimensions are
considered, its record finds no equal.
Currently, the entire urban popUlation
of Virginia - save for the 9,000 citizens
of Saltville, South Hill, and Wise - work
out their local government destinies
through the council-manager system. This
article will catalogue this record of support, make some national comparisons,
describe the philosophical underpinnings
of the plan, and raise some questions
about it.
A LOVE AFFAIR

Virginia's love affair with the councilmanager plan is a long-standing one, beginning when the plan began. Staunton
hired the nation's first city manager in
1908. Today, proponents of the plan
would advertise it as a way of ridding
local government of unscrupulous politicians, bringing the people to new heights
of democratic participation, and ushering
in administrative efficiency. Stauntonites
are quick to tell you though that things
were not in a bad way in that city in
1908. True, they were up to their ankles
in mud and the coming of the automobile
age made that a bit inconvenient, but
Staunton on the whole enjoyed fairly
good, inexpensive government. The main
problem they had - and one that causes
some students of local government to designate Sumter, South Carolina as the
first council-manager city - was that the
State Constitution had imposed on them
city status (as a result of attaining a pop-rhe author is Professor of Politics at Hollins
College.

ulation of over 10,000 in 1900) which
carried with it at the time a jerry-built
council of two houses and a complicated
system of committees to handle the administrative chores of the city.
Staunton did not have bosses and unscrupulous politicians to get rid of but
they did have inefficiency, and a pragmatic solution occurred to the civic leaders of
that community. Why not hire a general
manager to· oversee the business of the
city. There was no theorizing; just a practical problem to be met. So in 1908 the
city hired Charles E. Ashburner, then of
Richmond, as "general manager." Ashburner had been a maintenance engineer
for the C & 0 and had done some work
previously in Staunton. He knew the
town and they knew him.!
Staunton did not rid itself of its bicameral legislature until 1920, paving
the way for Sumter, South Carolina, to
make its claim to be the first city to adopt
the city-manager system in full panoply,
that is, a city manager appointed by and
responsible to a unicameral council.
After the beginning in Staunton, the
system spread rapidly throughout the
State, although more slowly in the rest of
the country. By 1920, 18 manager plans
were in effect in Virginia; these increased
to 31 by 1930 and 45 by 1940. Only Michigan's 51 adoptions exceeded Virginia's
record by the latter year. The majority
of adoptions in Virginia thus took place
prior to World War II; the rapid growth
in other states would take place after
1945.
The plan not only started in Virginia
but seems to have enjoyed the greatest
acceptance here. Seventy-six municipaliI. The story of this beginning has been ably
told by Staunton's former mayor, William A.
Grubert, in his pamphlet, The Origin of the City
At~anager Plan in Staunton, Virginia (Staunton:
CIty of Staunton, 1954).

ties have so far adopted the plan. This
number is exceeded by the total number
of adoptions in several states - California, 266, Texas, 162, Michigan, 151,
Maine, 149, Pennsylvania, 136, Florida,
104, and North Carolina, 80. (These figures do not include adoptions by counties.) However, if one considers the potential for adoption, Virginia leads the
fields. In this State 96 per cent of all
municipalities over 2,500 population have
adopted the plan; California's 88 per
cent is the closest among the other states.
The comparison with the nation as a
whole and with the states listed above
can be seen strikingly in the accompanying table which has been prepared from
figures obtained from The City-Manager
Directory ~ 1966, and from reports of the
U. S. Bureau of the Census.
Almost 60 per cent of Virginia's 4,425,000 people are governed locally through
the council-manager plan. This is a percentage approached only by California
and surpassed by no other state. As pointed out above, all of our urban population
(those municipalities of 2,500 and over)
- minus 9,000 - lives under the plan.
The 11 million Californians under the
plan constitute only 70 per cent of the
urban population of that highly urban
state.
As of January 1, 1966 council-manager
plans that met the full requirements of
the International City Managers Association to be so labeled were in effect in
1,944 cities and 36 counties in the United
States. This distribution, however, is far
from even. The 8 states referred to in the
table below contain 1,149 of the plans or
58 per cent of the total. Two states _
Hawaii and Indiana - have none. Louisiana only joined the ranks in 1962 and
still has only one adoption. Having 10
or fewer adoptions are Alabama, Arkan..
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sas, Dela\\·are, Idaho, Maryland, Mississippi, l\10ntana, Nevada, North Dakota,
Rhode Island, South Dakota, and Wyoming. In addition to the big 8 treated in
the table, only Georgia, Illinois, Kansas,
Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Vermont have
more than 40 council-manager municipalities. So a little over one quarter of the
states have about four-fifths of the plans,
and these states contain only about 46 per
cent of the total population of the nation.
This article has belabored unmercifully
the quantitative factors that demonstrate
the tenacious and pervasive grip that the
council-manager plan has on municipal
government in Virginia. These should be
proof enough, but for any doubter still
remaining two qualitative factors that
support the case can be cited. No Virginia
community has ever abandoned the council-manager plan. Nor, so far as can be
determined, has any political effort to do
so come close to success. In the country
as a whole there have been 100 abandonments spread over 31 states, although 20
of these communities later repented and
returned to the fold. But in Virginia
never a breach in the faith. 2
The other qualitative factor is intangible but nonetheless real. The prevailing
attitude of the people is one that associates the council-manager plan and municipal government. Unlike many other
states where the council-manager plan
must often be "sold," the reverse seems to
be the case in Virginia. When a new municipality of any size is incorporated or
an old one reaches a certain level of population, the tendency is to move almost
automatically to the plan, and the burden
2. See Arthur Bromage, Manager Plan Abandonments (6th ed.; New York: National Municipal
League, 1964).

of proof for trying some other system rests
upon the advocates of that system. 3
Why Virginia has had such a longterm and consuming love affair with this
particular plan of local government is a
fascinating question, but thus far no one
has given it any systematic attention. Such
speculation as there has been has centered on the basically "conservative" nature of the population and the "businessorientation" of community leaders, compounded by the impact of tradition once
the system got underway. One can find
corroboration for this point of view if he
examines the history of the plan as it has
developed over the years in cities such as
Staunton, Fredericksburg, and LynchbUl'g. In StauntQn,as .has .b~el). _;not~d, th~_
manager was grafted on to a bicameral
council and the satisfaction with the results from the standpoint of economy and
efficiency were such that a unicameral
council was not adopted until long after
such a move was possible. In Fredericksburg the manager plan evolved from the
position of superintendent of the water
system. After several years of giving the
superintendent additional duties, it was
decided somewhat casually to change his
title to city manager. The Lynchburg
adoption was deliberate and based on the
need for central administrative direction
and for economy, and the impetus for the
adoption came from the business community.
There is a definite need for some solid
empirical research to test the validity of
this speculation. One hopes political sci3. Of the four city-county consolidations in recent years in Tidewater Virginia, only one involved
a city and a county each of which operated under
the council-manager plan. Yet in all four instances
the council-manager plan was adopted for the
consolidated city without any visible opposition.

entists will get interested in the Virginia
experience and bring' the tools of their
trade to bear upon this question - and
others. Certainly such effort promises
more than simple historical explanation;
it offers the distinct possibility of casting
further light on the political theory of
local government, a subject badly neglected by political scientists.
Indeed, political science interest in local government has largely been of two
types. A good deal of it has been simply
"reform" oriented; in other words, a concern with how to rid local government of
undemocratic elements and to revive citizen interest and activity in local affairs.
The other has been efficiency oriented,
and the council-manager pl~n__ is l,!rgely
an aspect of this approach. Thus, concern
with local government has been primarily
of an activist sort by reformers and public administration specialists. Political
theorists have paid little attentioq to
what might possibly be their most fruitful field. Virginia's experience with local
government, as a case study, and a comparative study of the nation's experience
with the manager plan seem inviting opportunities for the student of govern·
mente
THE PLAN IN THEORY ..

The council-manager plan, in the form
advocated by the National Municipal
League, the principal proponent of the
system for half a century, and encouraged
by the International City Managers Association contains two main and several
subsidiary elements. The two main ele·
ments are structural. First, the policymaking power for the municipality
should be concentrated in a council of
five or seven members. Councilmen ideal-

Percentage of Municipalities with Council-Manager Plan
by Population Rank and by State
Population
500,000 or
more
250-500,000
100-250,000
50-100,000
25- 50,000
10- 25,000
5- 10,000
2.5- 5,000
1- 2,000

u. s.
20%
39
49
50
52

44
32

*.
*.

North
CaliVirginia Carolina fornia Florida

•

•

100%
100
100
100
100
100
86
21

100%
100
100
100
95
62
38
8

• No municipalities in this category.
Not calculated.

••

33%
100
100
86
100
90
73
35
18

100%
50
50
80
92
96
61
35
12

Michigan
0%

•

50
82
65
85
97
65
17

Maine

•
•
•
100%
50
47
68
50

24

Pennsylvania Texas
0%

•
0

44
33
50

67%
50
100
70

94

15

75
62
15

4

4

44

35
ly should be elected on a nonpartisan
basis from the municipality at large. They
serve part time and receive a token salary. They are the only elective officers.
The "mayor" is indeed no more than a
chairman of the board, chosen from
among the councilmen by the councilmen. He retains his vote in council but
has no veto or other special power; at
best he is primus inter pares.
The council as a whole makes broad
policy, but it does not collectively nor as
individuals involve itself (interfere) in
the day-to-day activities of running the
city. That latter function belongs to the
other main structural element, the manager.
Perhaps the single most important responsibility of the council is the choosing
of the manager, for into his hands will
be put the general administrative powers
of the municipality. The manager is
chosen for administrative competence and
the council should employ the best man
possible wherever he should be; the council-manager plan rejects categorically any
"local residence" rule. The manager's
term of office is at the pleasure of the
council.
Broad appointive powers are given the
manager. Not only is he supposed to be
a professional but he is expected to hire
only professional and technically competent persons to run the various departments of the municipality. Patronage has
no place in the ideal plan.
THE PLAN IN VIRGINIA'S PRACTICE

Virginia has never adhered precisely to
the gospel of the council-manager plan
as projected in its "model" form by the
National Municipal League. While Virginia's various adaptations do not violate
the main elements, they vary a bit in
some communities and considerably in
others in respect to the subsidiary elements.
The most obvious and serious violation
of the model is found in the 35 independent cities containing 1,775,000 of the
State's population. There, administrative
powers and responsibility are not concentrated in the hands of the manager, but
shared with several constitutional, popularly elective officers, the most important
of which are the treasurer and the commissioner of the revenue. This system is
a direct carry-over from the earlier rural,
county-based local government which prevailed prior to the separation of city and
county. The State Constitution does permit counties by referendum to adopt the

council-manager plan but only 4 of the
96 existing counties have done so.
The vast majority of cities and towns
with the council-manager system have
councils of seven or fewer members
chosen at large. But a few have larger
ones. Winchester chooses a council of 14,
Fredericksburg, 12, Virginia Beach, 11,
Chesapeake, 10, and Richmond, 9. Until
recently a few of the cities chose councilmen on a ward basis.
Seven of Virginia's independent cities
have mayors elected separately from council. Of the 8 cities over 100,000 population, however, only Alexandria and Roanoke follow this practice, and Roanoke
only shifted to this method in 1962. But
the great majority of all towns over 2,500
have independently elected mayors, including most of those with the manager
form. What evidently happened in most
of the smaller communities was that the
manager form was simply engrafted upon
the existing mayor-council system. There
certainly has been no indication that this
development was a result of a positive
effort to modify council-manager theory.
All councilmanic elections are ostensibly non-partisan in that no party designation appears on the ballot. However, parties may nominate and often do, but practice varies considerably. In Roanoke, for
example, in 1962 the Democratic Party
nominated three candidates by primary
while the Republicans chose their three
candidates by mass meeting. Two years
later in 1964 the parties did not designate
candidates but opened the general election to all comers and this practice was
repeated in 1966. However, the voters
generally know the party affiliations of
the candidates and campaigning is sometimes done on a partisan basis although
not necessarily on a team basis.
THE CENTRAL IDEA OF THE
MANAGER PLAN

"rhe idea behind the council-manager
plan is succintly stated in part of the
preamble to the Code of Ethics promulgated by the International City Managers
Association:
To achieve effective and democratic
local government, the council-manager plan provides that policies shall
be determined by the governing body
elected by the people and that the
administration of such policies shall
be vested in the city manager who
shall be appointed by and responsible to the governing body. . . .

Democracy and efficiency - in effect, the
reconciliation of these two sometimes
conflicting goals underlies the theory.
The orthodoxy then follows generally the
two-fold division of governmental powers - politics and administration - which
was popular among political scientists
during the early decades of this century
while the council-manager plan was
taking root. Thus the plan not only drew
sustenance from general public reaction
to the "politics" of corruption in many
of the urban areas of the country; it enjoyed an academic blessing by reflecting
a popular political theory.
The politics-administration dichotomy
as an analytical tool proved a great deal
more satisfactory than the more hallowed
separation of powers theory - legislative,
executive, judicial - but under the impact of experience even this proved incapable of describing precisely what men
do when charged with governing. Separating politics and administration proved
simple in theory; it proved a good deal
more difficult in practice. On the whole,
many observers feel that councilmen can
stay out of administration far more easily
than managers can stay out of policymaking. At the simplest level, it is difficul t to see how a manager can be
charged with budget-making in a time
of great demands upon scarce resources
without involving him in the politics of
policy-making. Surely, the final say rests
with council, but it takes an extremely
narrow construction of "politics" to insist
that the manager can stay out of it. Indeed, that narrow construction has been
the refuge of the purists. Politics in their
lexicon has come to mean "electoral" activities and not policy-making activities.
Some critics of the system challenge
this reasoning. Duane Lockard, for example, has written:
Summarily stated, the theory of absolute separation of policy and administration, once a key idea of protagonists of the manager system, has
been abandoned by nearly all administrative theorists, and even the
leading spokesmen of the manager
profession have joined in the abandonment. In essence, changes in administrative theory have eroded away
much of the theoretical foundation
on which the manager system was
originally erected. 4
4. Duane Lockard, "The City Manager, Administrative Theory, and Political Power" 57 Political
Science Quarterly 224-36, 224 (June 1962).
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The ICMA Code of Ethics recognizes the
manager as a "community leader" who
"submits policy proposals to the council
and provides the council wi th facts and
advice on matters of policy to give the
council a basis for making decisions on
community goals." It goes on to warn him
to defend publicly municipal policies
"only after consideration and adoption of
such policies by the council." But obviously the manager's recommendation to
council carries political weight and becomes a force to be reckoned with by
council and by the community, whether
the manager or others like it or not.
The recognition of this standing problem coupled with the new pressures upon
urban governlnent which are both quantitatively greater and qualitatively different has produced a questioning in some
quarters about the efficacy of the councilmanager system in producing the policy
leadership needed today. Indeed, there
is a groping for new ideas and a reassessment of old ones.
To some the problem boils down to
this. When the council-manager plan
originated and developed we had rather
static ideas about the functions of urban
government. The trash had to be collected and disposed of, pure water found
and distributed. The police functions had
to be carried out efficiently and above reproach, and the hazard of fire kept to a
minimum. The coming of the automobile
added to the concern for good streets.
Indeed, urban government was concerned
with "things" and unsurprisingly many
of the early managers - and still quite
a few today - were engineers. Charles
Ashburner, Staunton's and the nation's
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first city manager had been a maintenance engineer for the C & O.
Today in the United States, the business of urban government is not static
but rapidly changing. It is concerned
less with "things" and more with "people." The principal problems, at least in
our larger communities around the country, are not those of the past - of streets,
sewers, water, fire protection, and the
like. They are problems - real and potential - of conflict between urban based
groups, of absorbing into urban life immigrants from rural areas, of bringing
about racial integration in schools, and,
more explosively, in housing. It is working out meaningful relationships among
a plethorr! of governrnentsin single _In.~t
ropolitan areas. Fiscally, the problem is
no longer how to get the most efficient
use of the revenue expected to be produced by limited local resources, but how
to find more and more revenue in the
face of a local tax system that does not
expand income rapidly enough. This
means convincing the local citizens on the
wisdom of tax increases; it means selling
the voters on a bond issue; it means seeking out and winning funds from other
levels of government in competition with
other local governments. It means in effect dealing with people; it means politics.
Looking at the national picture Edward
Banfield and James Q. Wilson concluded
that "many council-manager cities are
upper-class or middle-class in character;
few if any are predominantly lowerclass."5 Their findings suggest that the
5. Edward Banfield and James Q. Wilson, City
Politics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1963), p. 169.

council-manager plan may be in for
rougher sledding in communities, particularly those of larger size, in which political divisions are sharp and reflect class,
racial, national origin, or have-have not
splits. One cannot help but wonder that
if the Community Action Program of the
War on Poverty is successful in activating
the "poor," whether this might not provide some ripples at least in the calm seas
of many council-manager communities.
Lest the tenor of the last few paragraphs be misconstrued, let me emphasize
that I am reporting not advocating. I
am certainly not arguing that the councilmanager system has now lived its useful
span and should give way to some new or
ol{LplaIl_oI --urbana govcrnmenL-.L.Iep0rL_
concern and I believe honest concern
that our urban problems may rapidly
overtake us if we do not challenge them
on ground of our own choosing. To do
this' requires policy leadership of the
highest order, policy leadership that we
sometimes get through the council-manager plan and sometimes not; policy leadership that we sometimes get through
other plans of local government and
sometimes not.
What I do advocate is a serious inquiry
into the state of our local government
and some analysis of its ability to handle
the problems of this urban age. I have
raised some questions here which have
grown out of national experience. How
relevant these are to Virginia's experience
or Virginia's future I do not know, but
I do know that there is no better time
than now to start to consider them.
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