
THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

STATE REORGANIZATION: The Virginia Experience
By WELDON COOPER

VOL. 46, NO.7

The author is Professor of Government and

Director of the Institute of Government, Uni

versity of Virginia.

Administrative reorganization, or just
rOOfganization, is a familiar word in the
governmental lexicon of Virginia. * In no
other state, the opinion may be hazarded,
has reorganization in the interests of
"economy and efficiency" been em
braced by so many individuals prominent
not only in the business but also in the
governmental Iife of the State. Th is is not
to say that the improvement of the
administrative structure of Virginia gov
ernment 'at the State, county, and city
levels has had easy sail ing. The fact that
even such a magnetic and forceful leader
as Governor Harry Byrd was able to get
his State constitutional amendments per
mitting the short ballot adopted in 1928
by only a very narrow majority would be
ample proof of the difficulties involved;
the precarious Iife of the State budget
system between 1918 and 1930 provides
another example; and if any further proof
be needed, it can be found in the slow
progress until 1960 in the reorganization
of county government.

Tangible results, however, can be
cited. Since 1928, it would be fair to say
that, in administrative terms, the Gover
nor of Virginia has been Governor in fact
as well as in name. Despite the slowness

*This paper was prepared for presentation

before the Pol itical Science Semi nary of the

University of Virginia on February 13, 1952

and has been revised to include developments

through 1969.

of county government reorganization un
til the early 'sixties, 38 of 96 Virginia
counties now have or have authorized the
appointment of a central administrator.
At the municipal level, the manager form
of government is a commonplace in the
State of its birth. The State's 38 cities
have city managers, and 24 of the 25
Virginia towns above 3,500 population
employ town managers. The conclusion
that the environment has by no means
been wholly hostile is amply supported
by the record.

Since reorganization is an acceptable
word in Virginia, and since a reorganizer
is not immediately expelled from all
forms of pol ite society, even though he
may still be regarded with some suspic
ion, we may proceed to exam ine the
reorganization experience of Virginia at
the State level in an attempt to evaluate
the methods which have been used in the
past to achieve reorganization. A look at
the State's administrative history shows
that. reorgan ization has been approached
in four ways. One such approach may be
found in the single-shot changes exempli
fied in the Executive Budget Act of 1918
and the Personnel Act of 1942. A second
approach, and one which has received the
most public attention, can be found in
the periodic reports in 1924,1927, and
1947 of special reorganization commis
sions appointed after gubernatorial ur
ging.

A third approach is to be found in the
programs of continuous reorganization
carried on by the State Budget Division in
the years from 1938 to 1942, by a ch ief
of staff for reorganization operating

under executive order from 1948 to
1950, and from 1950 to 1951 by an
executive assistant to the Governor ap
pointed under the authority of a 1950
statute. A fourth approach is exemplified
by the Commission for Economy in
Governmental Expenditures which was
created on a temporary basis by the 1958
General Assembly and given permanent
status in 1960. A brief review and analy
sis of each of these four approaches to
administrative reorganization will serve to
illustrate the several methods that
Virginia has used in achieving reorganiza
tion.

SINGLE ACTS - BUDGET AND PERSONNEL

If a year had to be selected as the
beginning of an active program of State
administrative reorganization in Virginia,
it would probably have to be 1918 which
witnessed the passage by the Genera I
Assembly of the Executive Budget Act.
The sign ificance of th is Act is that it set a
budget pattern which has persisted in its
main outlines to this day. The Governor
was designated as the Chief Budget Offi
cer; he was to be assisted in this function
by a Budget Director appointed without
legislative confirmation and term and lo
cated in the Governor's Office; and the
Governor was given a modicum of respon
sibility, to be enormously increased later,
for expenditure control.

Old-timers in Richmond tell many
stories illustrating the perilous life of the
budget system in its first 10 years. Inits
infancy, for example, difficulty was en-
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countered in getting budget estimates
from some department heads who did not
understand that the budget-making re
sponsibil ity had been transferred from
the General Assembly to the Governor.
The Governor at that time found it
necessary to inform recalcitrant depart
ment heads that if the estimates were not
forthcoming by a certain date, an inde
pendent estimate prepared by the Gov-

nor himself would be included in the
budget. It is said that the desired esti
mates were quick Iy forthcom ing. Unt iI as
late as 1930 and 1932, each session of the
General Assembly received bills which
called for the abol ition of the budget
system, and at least one of these bills
passed one of the two houses only to be
killed in the other. Moreover, until the
1928 reo rganization, the executive
budget provided no detailed account of a
considerable portion of public funds
which were collected and disbursed by
State agencies without ever clearing
through the State treasury. Despite these
hazards, however, the budget system per
sisted, and observers say that its perfor
mance during the Depression in prevent
ing an unmanageable deficit gave it a high
stature which has since gone unchallen
ged.

The Personnel Act of 1942, which
introduced some of the aspects of a
formal merit system into the State gov
ernment, was a natural outgrowth of the
practices which had been followed under
the executive budget. The 1942 Act made
the Governor the Chief Personnel Officer,
vested in him the power to approve pay
and classification plans and to issue per
sonnel rules and regulations, and author
ized the appointment of a Director of
Personnel-to- be located in the Governor's
Office. For a long time previously, the
Governor had been directed in the bien
nial appropriation act to approve the
salaries of all new appointees above a
minimum sum - $1,000 in 1940. The
1942 legislation formalized this arrange
ment - the minimum salary was raised to
$1,200 - and provided the opportunity
for a more positive personnel program
but without the numerous prohibitions
and the traditional civil service commis
sions found in the personnel systems of
other states. Between 1942 and 1948, the
Director of the Budget served also as
Director of Personnel; in the latter year a
separate Division of Personnel was acti
vated in the Governor's Office.

The significance of the budget and
personnel acts for administrative reorgani-
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zation is found in the fact that the
Governor stands at a focal point in the
preparation and execution of the budget
and in the employment and pay of State
employees. Moreover, the opportunities
presented for a more effective coordina
tion of organization and program are
available if the desire is present to use
them. And it is the Governor, and not the
General Assembly, who possesses the
principal responsibility in budgeting and
personnel.

PERIODIC REORGANIZATION 

THE SPECIAL COMMISSION

To most Virginians practically all the
reorganization of the State government
that has been effected has been the resu It
of the work of several reorganization
commissions which have been authorized
by the General Assembly, following a
recom mendation to that effect by the
Governor, to survey the organization of
the State government and present pro
posals for Assembly action. Some of
these, such as the 1924 comm ission, may
be said to have had Iittle effect, except to
popularize the idea and to pave the way
for the well-known 1928 reorganization.
The 1947 commission, on the other hand,
found a limited portion of its recom
mendations sufficiently attractive to re
ceive legislative approval. The most
famous commission, in terms of its influ
ence, was the Committee on Consolida
tion and Simpl ification in State and Local
Governments (named the Reed Commit
tee after its Chairman, William T. Reed),
wh ich reported in 1927 to Governor Byrd
and the General Assembly, and which saw
many of its recommendations adopted by
the General Assembly, and later in the
form of constitutional amendments by
popular vote, although by a narrow mar
gin.

The sign ificance of the 1927 Comm is-
sion for this analysis is found in the
recognition of the fact that a plan of
organization could not be prepared by
the appointment of a commission, the
conduct of public hearings, and the draft
ing of a report. Instead, again on guber
natorial insistence, the Committee was
able to employ the New York Bureau of
Municipal Research and pay it the enor
mous sum of $20,901 - enormous for that

day and time - to prepare a comprehen
sive report on the organization and man
agement of State government. Moreover,
the New York Bureau report took an

extremely broad view of "organization
and management." While it talked about
the necessity of making the Governor the
chief administrator of the State govern
ment, it also worried about the poor use
of space in the then new State Office
Building. And while it busied itself with
arguments for the short ballot and the
combination of the various agencies into
11 administrative departments respon
sible to the Governor, it also complained
about the length of printed departmental
annual reports which were costly to
prepare and unintell igble to the readers, if
any. The New York Bureau report was
significant, therefore, not only because its
preparation was a recognition that reor
ganization was no longer a matter solely
for lay consideration and recommenda
tion, but also because its approach to
reorganization, which in recent years has
been increasingly recognized in Virginia,
indicated that reorganization vvas some
thing more than the shuffling of boxes on
an organization chart.

The job of periodic reorganization was
once again handed to a special commis
sion in 1946 (known as the Burch Com
mission after its Chairman, Thomas G.
Burch) under the terms of an act passed
by the 1946 GeneraI Assem bl y on the
recommendation of Governor Tuck. An
outside firm, this time Griffenhagen &
Associates, was employed to provide the
same type of technical assistance that the
New York Bureau had rendered in 1927.
In contrast with the practice in 1927,
however, when the New York Bureau
report was printed and widely distri
buted, the Griffenhagen report was never
officially released although sections of
the report dribbled out from time to
time. The Burch Commission, in its re
port to the Governor and the 1948 Gen
eral Assembly, limited itself largely to
recommendations designed to consolidate
the various agencies created since 1928
into a small number of departments re
sponsible to the Governor.

Periodic reorganization of the execu
tive branch on a wholesale basis, there
fore, may be said, in terms of the Virginia
experience, to be a joint responsibility of
the Governor and the General Assembly,
with the report of a special commission
furnishing the basis for action. The only
possible exception that comes to mind
was the reorganization proposals of Gov
ernor Price in 1940, wh ich, however,
were centered on certain specific areas.
The Price proposals became involved in a
much larger pol itical cross-fire between



the Governor and the General Assembly
and were not approved. The establ ished
pattern for a periodic reorganization,
which incidentally is the one followed
generally by American states coping with
wholesale reorganization, was a recom
mendation to the General Assembly,
authorization of the appointment of the
comm ission by the Genera I Assembly,
employment of outside assistance by the
commission in the preparation of its
report, and legislative action on the pro
posals by the General Assembly. While
jointly responsible, the record is clear
that reorganization achievements under
this arrangement were in direct propor
tion to the Governor's zeal in supporting
the proposals and in prodding the legis
lature to action.

CONTINUOUS REORGANIZATION

Throughout the earl ier period of re
organization the assumption seemed to be
that reorganization was in essence a
one-time job which, when effected, could
be retained for a considerable length of
time by a vigilant Governor and General
Assembly pledged to upholding the ban
ner of efficiency and economy. Beginning
in the 'thirties, however, some individuals
began to note that the neat pattern of
organization tended to become unstuck
and that perhaps continuous rather than
periodic reorganization programs were
indicated. As might be expected in Vir
ginia, some of the early evidence of this
approach can be found in the attention
given to the construction of a more
orderly State and county accounting
system which would protect the fidelity
of public funds. The most notable result
of th is program was the improvement of
the accounting systems which resulted
primarily from the work of the Auditor
of Pu bl ic Accou nts.

I t was not until 1938, however, that
continuous reorganization as a recognized
responsibil ity was assigned to the Budget
Division by the Governor. It should be
noted that this expansion of the program
of the Budget Division was financed, not
from State funds, but from a grant by a
foundation wh ich was interested in test
ing the hypothesis that administrative and
organizational self-analysis carried on as a
normal part of the budget operation
could be made to work. This program,
which did not survive the administration
of Governor Pric€, was notable for the
organization and methods studies that
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were undertaken. Significantly, the term
"Fiscal and Administrative Planning
Un it" was used to denote the staff
engaged in th is work, and in its approach
the unit followed the lead of the New
York Bureau in its 1927 report. While the
Budget Division was preparing the reports
on the basis of wh ich Governor Price
made his reorganization proposals to the
1940 General Assembly, it was also
worrying about such th ings as the number
of uniformed State police who were
perform ing clerical duties instead of pa
troll ing the highways. Many of the Bud
get Division's recommendations were
effectuated, when approved by the Gov
ernor, through executive order or budget
ary control. Nor was the General Assem
bly left out of the picture; the Budget
Director continued to sit with the House
Appropriations and Senate Finance Com
mittees and to advise them as the per
sonal representative of the Governor.

While the verdict must be that this
experimentation with continuous reor
ganization did not take, at least at that
time, the developments in the period
1938 to 1942 foreshadowed what was to
occur once again during the period
1948-1951. The Burch Commission, in its
1947 report, strongly recommended that
there be establ ished a IImanagement en
gineering unit" in the Budget Division
which would, at the direction of the
Governor and the Budget Director, en
gage in continuous reappraisals of organ
ization and methods. The Comm iss ion
added the injunction that the unit should
perform such duties only at the invitation
of the department head or on order from
the Governor. In short, the efficiency
experts were not to run rampant through
out the government! For reasons wh ich
are not pertinent here, this advice was
ignored. Instead Governor Tuck appoint
ed a IIChief of Staff for Reorganization"
in the Governor's Office, who was char
ged with responsibility for (1) effectuat
ing and following up the reorganization
proposals approved by the 1948 General
Assembly, and (2) making such other
studies as the Governor might direct. This
program continued for more than two
years and studies were prepared ranging
from a comprehensive study of the
State's mental hospital system to a drastic
rearrangement of State policy in the
purchase of public printing.

This separation of reorganization from
the budget office continued when, under
the terms of a 1950 statute, Governor
Battle appointed an executive assistant

for reorganization in the Governor's Of
fice. The first and only incumbent under
the 1950 act did not depart from the
broad definition of reorganization which
had been adopted by his predecessors. His
assignments ranged from a study of the
impl ications of the creation of a single
position in one of the departments to the
preparation of a long-range program for
the operation of the farms associated
with the State's health, mental, and cor
rectional institutions. The program of
continuous reorganization terminated at
the end of 1951, however, when the
executive assistant left the State service.

A PERMANENT COMMISSION

A fou rth and different approach to
reorganization occurred in 1958 with the
establishment by statute of the Commis
sion for Economy in Governmental Ex
penditures. Unlike the special commis
sions of 1927 and 1947, however, the
membership of the Commission for Econ
omy in Governmental Expenditures was
restricted from the beginning to members
of the General Assembly. At present, the
membership of the Commission numbers
11 persons - the 5 members of the Joint
Auditing Committee of the General As
sembly, 3 members of the House Appro
priations Committee appointed by the
Speaker, 2 members of the Senate ap
pointed by the Lieutenant Governor, and
the Director of Personnel serving ex
officio but having no vote. The Auditor
of Publ ic Accounts acts as Secretary and
the Commission had an annual appropria
tion of $25,000 for the fiscal year
1969-1970.

During the more than 10 years that
the Commission has been in existence it
has submitted a number of reports on
reorganization and related matters. For
the most part, these reports have been of
a specific nature and have not approached
the scope of coverage of the 1927 and
1948 commissions. This is not to say,
however, that these reports have been
insignificant. One needs only to mention
two examples, the creation of the Office
of Administration in the Governor's Of
fice in 1966 and the Department of
Purchases and Supply in 1958, to under
score the importance of the Commission's
work.

ORGANIZING FOR REORGANIZATION 

AN EVALUATION

What can be said, by way of conclu
sion, with respect to the responsibil ity for



and the methods of achieving State ad
ministrative reorganization? An answer to
this question involves consideration of
the roles of the Governor and the General
Assembly, the usefulness of special re
organization commissions, the location of
reorganization responsibility within or
outside the budget office, and the coor
dination of organization and program.

There is nothing novel in the conclu
sion that the ultimate responsibility for
keeping the State government's organ iza
tion and methods in reasonable tune with
the times rests in the hands of the
Governor rather than the General As
sembly. The evidence from Virginia State
administrative history merely substanti
ates what has been found in the case of
the national government, other states,
and local government. What is meant by
th is statement, of course, is that it is the
responsibility of the Governor to prepare
proposals, effectuate as many as he can
by executive order or other forms of
action, and use h is powers of persuasion
in securing legislative approval in those
instances where needed.

In this business of reorganization there
appears to be a definite place for the
special commission if used at infrequent
intervals. Evaluations are hazardous, but
there is substantial evidence to support
the conclusion that the prestige of the
1927 Commission might have made the
difference between success and defeat in
obtaining approval of the short ballot
proposals. It is nothing more than coin
cidence that a 20-year interval separated
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the work of the 1927 Reed Commission
and the 1947 Burch Commission, but an
outside lay review, with technical assist
ance, of the State's organ izationa I struc
ture every 20 years would seem desirable.
Such a review can help to counter any
tendencies within the executive branch to
become complacent and self-satisfied.

The long-run effects of the creation of
a permanent Commission for Economy in
Governmental Expenditures cannot yet
be determined. Such a Commission could,
of course, eliminate the need for the
special commission. But such an occur
rence seems unlikely since the existing
Commission does not provide for a broad
lay as well as legislative representation
and the ;>mall appropriations vvh ·ch have
been made to support its work since 1958
seem to indicate, at least up to 1970, a
gubernatorial and legislative preference
for limited studies of a specific nature.

If one insists that the ultimate respon
sibil ity for continuous reorganization re
main with the Governor, Virginia practice
offers two alternatives - location within
the Governor's Office either as a separate
unit or as a part of the Budget Division.
The importance of organization and
methods work and the desire to keep it
from being submerged in the daily rou
ti ne of budget operation makes indepen
dent status immediately attractive. With
independent status, it is argued, the di
rector of the reorganization program has
immediate access to the Governor with
out the necessity of going through an
intermed iary in the person of the Budget

Director.
But if immediate access to the chief

executive is desirable and even though it
ma y be ad m itted that organ izat ionand
methods work deserves a high place in the
general staff hierarchy, it is submitted
that separation of organization and
methods from budgeting tends to ignore
the facts of administrative life. Jt is not
the reorganizer who sits in the middle of
the administrative stream; it is the Budget
Director. Sooner or later, in one form or
another, all of the major and many of the
minor decisions are made by or through
the budget office. These decisions may
not be made actively or even consciously;
they may result from no action; but made
they are, eXGept in those- i-nst nces when
the Governor has to take a direct hand
rather than follow the Budget Director's
recommendation, and it is at this point
that the most effective use of organiza
tion and methods people can be made.

If there is anyone conclusion to be
drawn from the State's administrative
history, it is that sign ificant resu Its by
way of adm inistrative reorganization and
management improvement proposals have
been obta ined from the use of all four of
the approaches that have been employed
since 1924. This is but to say that there is
no one way to achieve reorganization.
And the rapidly mounting responsibilities
of the State in recent years indicate that
no prophet is requ ired to forecast that
reorganization will continue high on the
governmental agenda in the future.
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