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UPDATING LOCAL GOVERNMENrr IN VIRGINIA:
The Postwar Period and Beyond

By WELDON COOPER

One need only read yesterday's news
paper headlines to realize the need for
gearing local government both to the
current and the future needs of the times.
What is becoming general knowledge as
to the problems faced by local govern
ments, as witnessed by the recent U.S.
Senate Committee hearings on the plight
of our large cities, is old hat to the mayors
and councilmen of Virginia cities, towns,
and urban counties and indeed to their
counterparts throughout the country who

~ have been aware of these problems for a
long time. And it is becoming clearer
with each passing day that more dangers
lie in failing to act or in acting timidly
than in acting on the basis of the best
available knowledge. The rush to urban
ism will not wait on those who favor the
tactics of delay.

A convenient approach to a discussion
of the problems involved in updating
local government in Virginia is to ex
amine what has happened since the first
full post World War II year of 1946.
What was the condition of local govern
ment in 1946, what has happened in the
intervening 20 years, and what is likely
to occupy our attention in the next de
cade?

As we look at the local government
scene in 1966 as contrasted with 1946,
the major thread which runs through the
entire period is the almost complete em
phasis in the earlier years on the structure
and procedure of government followed
by the gradual emergence into the public
arena of policy issues once regarded as
being almost wholly in the private do
main. Some students of local government

.,. .have referred to the. distinction as one
;e..

This paper provided the basis for a talk before
the City and Town Mayor~ Section at the annual

, '. meeting of the Virginia Municipal League, Rich
mond, Virginia, September 20, 1966.

involving substance and procedure: pro
cedure, under this definition, being con
cerned with the structure of government
and the ways in which government goes
about carrying out its duties; substance
indicating the content of the programs
which local government carries out and
the expansion of those programs from
the traditional fields, such as law enforce
ment and fire protection and prevention,
to such new or expanded fields as trans
portation, housing, and other matters.

This way of looking at the problem
of updating local government, it must be
admitted, obviously permits only a gen
eral examination and does not allow for
specific and detailed consideration. The
purpose here is to indicate why our con
cern with structure and procedure in
local government, while continuing to oc
cupy a place of high importance, is not
enough; the rush to urbanism has brought
in its train new programs and policies
which will press for solution under con
ditions far different from those of 1946.

What is said here, it should also be
emphasized, is not restricted solely to the
metropolitan areas. We have become so
obsessed with the metropolitan areas
throughout the country, of which we have
our share in Virginia, we fail to realize
that the problems of the jurisdictions of
smaller population in Virginia in many
instances are not unlike those of their
larger neighbors. To a considerable ex
tent the difference between the larger and
smaller areas is one of degree and not a
difference in the nature of the problem.

WHERE WE WERE IN 1946
The local government officials who

came home from the wars in 1945 and
1946 and resumed their public duties
were faced with a number of immediate
problems. Primary among these problems
were the physical restoration of the local-

ities, the tidying up of the adminislrative
house, and continued efforts to improve
the structure of local government.

A major effort was devoted to the pro
cedural side as a means of putting the
administrative house in order. Improved
budgeting, central accounting, central
purchasing, long-range capital outlay pro
gramming, increased attention to physical
planning through the enlistment of the
efforts of the professional planner, and
revamping of the local revenue structure
- all these and others were projects of
the first priority along with the task of
physical restoration caused by the short
age occurring during the war years. Re
markable strides were made in Virginia,
as well as elsewhere, in the adoption of
these improved devices for more effective
local government.

Improvements in the structure of local
government likewise received rene'\ved
attention. Although the city manager
plan had its birth in Virginia in 1908, as
late as 1946 there were a number of cities,
small and large, and still a larger number
of towns, which not only did not have a
central administrator, be he called city or
town manager or something else, but
which operated largely through the part
time services of citizens otherwise occu
pied with full-time jobs (in one part of
Virginia this was referred to as "sun
down" government). This is not neces
sarily to say that the professional admin
istrator, as embodied in the manager
plan, is the best form of local government
ever devised by man. What is intended
is simply to say that professional admin
istration, which is professional manage
ment by an individual trained either by
experience and education or both, was
nonexistent in large areas of Virginia
local government.
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What kinds of programs ~·ere local
governments primarily concerned with in
1946? The answer would have to be that,
for the most part, the concern was \vith
the old-line and traditional functions
such as education, law enforcement, fire
protection, streets and roads, health, and
welfare. To be sure, a number of individ
uals throughout the country had been
talking about the flight to the suburbs
from the central city of the metropolitan
area for years and other persons were
equally concerned with slum clearance,
transportation, and even race relations.
Nevertheless, and especially in Virginia,
the old-line functions received the major
commitment from the financial resources
of the localities. In 1947, for example, the
then 24 cities in Virginia spent almost
two-thirds (65.9 percent) of their total
expenditures for education (31.5 per
cent) , debt service (15.3 percent), police
(7.4 percent), fire protection (6.4 per
cent), and streets (5.3 percent).

In summary, then, and at the risk of
oversimplificaiion-;- the-year -194"6 saw· the
primary emphasis at the local level bein~

given to physical restoration, improved
procedures and management tools, gov
ernmental structure, and the more tradi
tional governmental programs. Outside
the traditional programs of local goyern
ment, the problems of the slums, race
relations, transportation, housing, and
other related functions were for the most
part either ignored or acknowledged
briefly and passed by.

TWENTY YEARS LATER

From the vantage point of 1966 what
has happened in the last 20 years? Have
there been changes in emphasis during
this period and, if so, what are they?
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The problem of physical restoration
which carried such a high priority in 1946
was met, though not completely solved, in
the early years after 1946. What was hap
pening of course was that the demands
for physical improvements, arising from
both record increases in popUlation and
citizen demands for increases in the level
of existing services and for new programs,
made neceisary a substantial building and
construction program which has con
tinued undiminished since 1946. The lei
surely pace of the prewar years could
not be restored.

In this same period, how has the pro
gram to tidy up the administrative house
fared? The answer has to be that the ac
complishments on this front have been
remarkable:For example, the budget, in
many instances an unrevealing docuInent
consisting of little more than a list of
estimated revenues and expenditures in
1946, is now in many localities a ,.veIl
prepared and very informative document
which, on careful reading, provides an
excellent account of the programs pro
posed for the forthcoming fiscal year and
beyond. Central accounting and control
systems, formally operating in a !l,ose
fashion, are now in many localities found
to be meeting the highest accounting
standards both as to the systems them
selves and as to the personnel responsible
for their administration. So it is with
central purchasing, long-range capital
outlay planning, and the expansion of
the role of the professional planner
through the organization and operation
of planning commissions at the city, town,
and county levels.

Moreover, the upsurge in the attention
given to planning has culminated in the
establishment by the 1966 General Assem
bly of a Division of Planning as one of
the fotir--divisions Tna--newly established
Office of Administration in the Gover
nor's Office. A quick reading of the statu
tory duties of the Division of Planning
provides significant evidence of not only
the wide concerns of that Division but
also of the obvious requirement for close
relationships with the local governments
of Virginia for their implementation. It
is clear that the Division of Planning is
expected to play a key role in the area
of State-local relationships.

Not as spectacular perhaps but fully
as significant has been the continuing at
tention which has been given to the struc
ture of Virginia local government. In con
trast with the situation in 1946, all of the
35 existing cities in Virginia in 1966 had

adopted the manager plan and practically
all the towns above 2,500 population ha~
followed a like practice. At the municipal
level in Virginia government, therefore,
and especially in those municipalities of
any size, the absence of a professional
administrator is the rare exception rather
than the former rule.

In contrast with the situation in 1946,
also, has been the spread over the last
two decades, and especially in the latter
part of that period, of the professional
administrator to county government.
While the Optional Forms Act as such,
which calls for either the county manager
or the county executive plan, has con
tinued to be unattractive insofar as the
number of adoptions is concerned, in
recentyears- the--appolntea--cetiiral adnirn-
istrator, usually called an executive secre
tary, has spread to more than 25 Virginia
counties. The number of central county
administrators is growing steadily and it
seems certain that the counties are now
following in the footsteps of the cities and
towns in the employment of a profes
sional administrator to assist the govern
ing body in the conduct of the county's
business.

An accompanying development has
been the spread of the merit system. With ~
a few exceptions, the merit system in the
Virginia localities is not highly formal
ized. The old-style civil service commis
sion found in many parts of the United
States is largely absent from Virginia
local government where personnel admin
istration is regarded as a part of the task
of management under the general direc
tion of the professional administrator.
Several exceptions exist, of course, but
by and large the formalized merit system
with its theme of rigid controls to avoid
~e .sp~ils system. is happiJY larg~Jy_abs~_nt
from the Virginia local government scene.

In contrast with 1946, also, the span of
concern of the localities, and especially
the larger counties, cities, and towns, has
expanded to a marked degree. To be sure
the more traditional functions of local
government still occupy significant parts
of the local governmental program. But
it has now been necessary to make room
for such programs as urban renewal,
transportation, traffic control, expansion
in park and recreational programs, and
even movements into cultural fields of
activity.

Moreover, the localities, as well as the
State, have found the problem of race
relations an ever present one. The most ~
dramatic example is of course the inte-



gration of the public schools and ther State institutions of higher learning as a
result of judicial decisions. These prob
lems obviously bring in their wake the
need for methods of administration dif
ferent from those which prevailed earlier.

We are also confronted today, as never
before, with the task of governing our
metropolitan areas which are marked for
their concentrations of population and
financial resources. Efforts to solve these
problems during the 20-year period re
sulted in some local government consoli
dations, most of which it must be ad
mitted, however, were the result primarily
of the desire to escape annexation by a
neighboring city. Recognition of the sig
nificance of the metropolitan problem
came from the State level in 1966 with
the establishment by the General Assem
bly on the recommendation of the Gov
ernor of a Metropolitan Areas Study
Commission for the purpose of studying
and making recommendations to the Gov
ernor and the 1968 General Assembly on
needed changes in the governmental
structure of these areas. What this Com
mission recommends and the decisions of
the General Assembly with respect there
to should also prove to be useful to the

~ smaller urban areas in the State.
In summary, then, the situation in

1966 is both similar to and different
from that prevailing in 1946. If it cannot
be said that the administrative house is
completely in order, it certainly can be
said that local government in the more
urban areas in 1966 is far better equipped
to govern than it was in 1946. Equally
it can be said that the cities, the larger
towns, and the urban counties are by
and large better managed than was the
case in 1946. Finally, the emergence of
social and political questions arising from
the role of minorities and their increasing
expectations, both in terms of living con
ditions, jobs, and political influence, are
receiving increased attention both at the
State and municipal levels and growing
recognition has been accorded to the idea
that the simple solutions of an earlier
time are inadequate for the needs of 1966.

A LOOK AHEAD

The task of updating local government
in Virginia in the coming decade is one
which will be significantly affected by the
revolutionary age in which we live. We
are in the midst of both a scientific and
technical revolution and a social and

~ political revolution. The scientist has
probed the mysteries of the universe and
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has expanded his knowledge at a rate
almost beyond belief. From this scientific
knowledge, the technician has adapted
the machine to man's use as, for example,
in the case of the computer.

Alongside the scientific and technical
revolution is the social and political re
volution. No longer are large numbers
of our people satisfied ,\\,ith their present
status in the social system; instead they
are demanding an equal role in that sys
tem. Moreover, the desire for equality has
accelerated the emergence of important
political changes growing out of the de
velopment of urbanism as the principal
condition under which the American peo
ple live. The struggle between the central
city and the suburbs and between the
urban governments and the State govern
ment for revenue sources, and the exten
sion of the reapportionment issue to all
three levels of government are ready ex
amples of how the political revolution
is affecting the localities.

Under these conditions the locality no
longer lives alone. No longer can a coun
ty, city, or town in Virginia, for example,
pursue its way unheedful of its neighbors
and with only scant attention to the
attitude of the State government. In the
first place, the locality instead of being
isolated as was the case not too many
years ago is oftentimes now a part of a
metropolitan area. In Virginia the urban
corridor stretching from Northern Vir
ginia to Richmond and then down the
James River to Tidewater is a ready ex
ample of the interrelationships that exist
and under which the locality must pursue
its goals.1

Moreover, the interrelationships be
tween the localities and the State are
multiplying at a rapid rate. Under the
older programs in education, health, and
welfare, fairly careful relationships were
arranged, both administratively and fi
nancially, under which certain roles were
allocated to the two levels of government.
Now, the State has assumed a much
heavier share of the responsibility for
the financing of local government pro
grams as exemplified by the recent enact
ment of the State sales tax which is shared
in part with the localities. None of our
local governments in Virginia in the
future can determine its financial pro
gram in relative isolation; a new and
more demanding partner has come into
the picture who must be consulted. Only

1. Lorin A. Thompson, URecent Population
Changes in Virginia," 37 The University of Vir
ginia News Letter 21 (February 15, 1961).

recently, for example, strong voices were
heard to say that the State must enforce
the requirement of a drastic increase in
the standards of public education in some
areas which have lagged behind.

A major third partner, the Federal
government, has emerged alongside the
locality and the State. For many years, the
Federal government has been a highly
significant participant in the financing of
welfare and health programs. Now the
Federal government is becoming a signi
ficant partner in the financing of public
education at the elementary, second
ary, and higher education levels. More
than 200 separate programs involving
Federal grants to State and local govern
ments are now in existence. It is small
wonder, therefore, that a new official posi
tion has been created in at least two of
our Virginia localities, namely what in
effect is an ambassador from a Virginia
city to the Federal government, who
spends a considerable amount of his time
in Washington coordinating the Federal
grant programs to his locality.

The updating of Virginia local govern
ment will probably involve a number of
major changes. In the first place, the
older emphasis on the importance of
procedure should and probably will be
continued. Our systems of budgeting, pur
chasing, personnel administration, finan
cial administration, and like procedural
arrangements need to be continued, re
fined, and adapted to the needs of the
time. For example, we need continually
to relearn the lesson that the budget, even
at the local level, is a significant economic
document, has a profound influence on
the locality, and is something far more
than a mere list of proposed revenues and
expenditures. It is indeed a plan of finan
cial and social action and deserves all the
attention and refinement that it can get.
To take another example, our system of
local government personnel administra
tion needs to be reassessed in view of the
change in the times. Most of our person
nel systems, for example, were constructed
on the assumption that there would be a
plentiful supply of applicants at all times
from which the locality could take its
choice. We are all aware of the present
sellers' market which makes it necessary
for the personnel system to be founded
on one of active recruitment, training,
and education rather than a passive sys
tem of accepting applications.

To take a final example, our system of
financial administration also is vitally af-



fected by the newer developments. The
older system of financial administration
was designed largely to insure fidelity and
to catch the wrongdoer. We now know
that financial administration as a tool
of management and as a contributor to
the effectiveness of local government ad
ministration needs to be reviewed in the
light of these needs rather than solely
in the light of the need for fidelity.

One particular area in which the up
dating process could be expedited is in
the field of administrative self-analysis
which calls for the development under
professional direction of a program by
which the procedures and programs of
the locality are reviewed regularly on a
systelnatic basis in order to be sure, first,
that the degree of desired efficiency in
administration is attained and, second,
that the program is serving the purpose
for which it was originally devised. This
is a common recommendation made in
all administrative surveys but it is one
which often loses its momentum at an
early date. Continued effort on this front
is the need of the day.

If self-analysis is to be effective, how
ever, it must take advantage of every
available modern technique. At the same
time, the faith in scientific apparatus as
being the complete answer to all the
problems of the day should be staunchly
resisted. The computer, for example, is a
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most significant scientific and technical
advance which has forwarded some of our
most important scientific advances and
has recently been adapted for govern
mental use on a large scale. At the same
time, however, in many instances claims
have been made for the computer which
cannot be realized. The old lesson that
the machine assists but does not lead is
one that seems to need relearning at fre
quent intervals.

Likewise, we need to continue to place
heavy emphasis on the improvement of
the structure of local government. The
growth of the professional administrator
system, as exemplified by the managers,
executives, and executive secretaries, does
not mean that we have achieved the final
and complete ~answer-'to 'our 'problems'as
to how local governments ought to be
organized and the territorial arrange
ments under which these governments
should conduct their business. In this
connection, Virginia's situation is some
what different in that our system of city
county separation and the presence of a
minimum amount of overlapping permits
the adoption and realization of solutions
which in other states would face almost
certain defeat. Even in our metropolitan
~:. ~as the number of local governments
concerned are at a minimum in contrast
with the situation in other states where
the number of local governments to be
taken into consideration number in the

hundreds and in some cases even the
thousands. ~

Finally, it can be safely said that almost
all the programs now carried on by local
government, both the old and the new~

will have to be reevaluated in the light
of the revolutionary age in which we live.
More advanced techniques, such as the
computer, are helpful but the new de
mands of minority groups for equality,
the enlistment of our older population in
useful pursuits, the provision of housing,
the development of a workable system of
transportation, all these and others will
press for solution and will not be denied
except in the case of the gravest national
emergency from an outside threat and
then ~Qll1y_:untiLthe1.ensiQn_,has .subsided.
We need, therefore, to move on a number
of fronts, some a continuation of the
traditional pattern, some being employed
for the first time, and some to be invented
and developed in the future.

Timidity, therefore, is not enough.
Playing it safe in a revolutionary age is
an invitation to disaster or stagnation. As
a former mayor has truly said, the "new
municipal official must be a man of
breadth and wisdom, of high but prac
tical ideals, of inventiveness, and of lead-
ership. He must be a pioneer on the ~
frontier of good government."2

2. Frank P. Zeidler, "Five Revolutions Affecting
Municipal Government," S7 Michigan Municipal
Review 235 (1964).
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