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VIRGINIA COUNTY FINANCE, 1935-1968
By DONALD C. DIXON

b. All amounts in Table 1 and the following tables are in thousands.

TABLE 1 / SOURCES OF VIRGINIA COUNTY REVENUES, 1935-1968

a. Revenues from service charg~s are excluded. This note also applies to Tables 2, 3, and 4.

Sources: Report of the Auditor of Public Accounts of the Commonwealth of Virginia on
Comparative Cost of Local Government (Richmond: Auditor of Public Accounts, Commonwealth of
Virginia) for the fiscal years ending on June 30,1935,1939,1948, and 1958. The report for the
fiscal year ending on June 30,1968 is entitled Comparative Cost of County Government.

1968
50.8
37.2
12.0

100.0
$501,979

1958
52.6
36.2
11.2

100.0
$172,476

1948
44.1
48.2

7.7
100.0

$61,418

separation of Federal and State aid
during that period is not possible. The
major portion of State aid has been
allotted to education. As State and
Federal grants have increased in their
percentage contribution to the total
revenue between 1935 and 1968, reli
ance on local sources has decl ined. In
1935 local tax sources contributed
two-thirds of the total revenue; by
1968 the proportion from local
sources had declined to slightly over
one-half of the total.

ments generated by New Deal legisla
tion. Federal grants consistently have
increased in their percentage contribu
tion to total county revenue since
1948, while State grants generally de
clined.

Since Federal grants for welfare in
1948 and thereafter have been in
cluded in State grants, a complete

Source by Percentage
Year

1939
56.0
34.4

9.6
100.0

$27,134

1935
66.8
31.4

1.8
100.0

$19,189

icles concerned with town finance and
with special district government fi
nance. 2 Only then will it be possible
to consider local government finance
in Virginia in its entirety.

REVENUES

Local Sou rcesa

State Grants
Federal Grants
Total Percentage
Total Amountb

2. As to special districts, see S. J.
Makielski, Jr. and David G. Temple, Spe
cial District Government in Virginia (Char
lottesville: Institute of Gqvernment, Univer
sity of Virginia, 1967).

Table 1 presents the broad pattern
of cou nty revenue since 1935 and re-

veals, as one might expect, an enor
mous increase in actual amounts. The
increase in Federal grants as a per
centage of total revenue between 1935
and 1968 is one of the most striking
findings. The dramatic rise in Federal
grants by 1939 stems from supple-

The author is a Research Assistant in the
Institute of Government, University of
Virginia.

Like local governments elsewhere in
the United States, the revenues and ex
penditures of Virginia's counties have
grown tremendously in the last three
decades. The growth pattern, however,
has not been an even one. As the fol
lowing analysis of trends in county reve
nues and expenditures will show, a clear
account of the county financial pattern
in Virginia cannot be presented unless
the urban county is singled out for spe
cial attention.

A cautionary note needs to be
sounded at the outset. The analyses
that follow are designed to provide an
understanding of the trend patterns of
Virginia county finance over the past
three decades. In no degree is th is
article an accounting report; rather it
is designed, by the use of percentages
of the total amounts in the given
years, to demonstrate what has hap
pened in the past as a prelude to
what may happen in the future.

It is also the purpose here to pre
sent the second portion of a four-part
study of Virginia local government fi
nance, the first part having been pro
vid ed rec entl y in an article on
Virginia city finance.' The completion
of this four-part study is planned
through the future publication of art-

1. Weldon Cooper, "Virginia City Fi

nance, 1935-1967," 47 The University of

Virginia News Letter 5-8 (October 15,

1970).
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TABLE 3 / SOURCES OF REVENUE IN VIRGINIA URBAN AND NON-URBAN COUNTIES,
1948 and 1968

Once the basic foundation of
cou nty taxation, the property tax lost
its primacy, as indicated in Table 2.
The introduction of the local sales tax
in 1966 and increases in revenue from
other non-property tax sources have
helped erode the property tax's rela
tive importance. Despite the decline,

TABLE 2 / SOURCES OF LOCALLY RAISED
COUNTY REVENUE, 1948-1968

Sou rce by Percentage
Year

1948 1958 1968
Property Tax 86.6 84.7 73.4
Local Sales Tax 8.9

,S'c-e1ta'r1eous 7:7
Total Percentage 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total Amount $27,070 $90,754 $255,239

counties have received a growing share
of each source individually as well as
of total county revenues. It is indeed
impressive that 8 out of 100 counties
received over one-fourth of all county
revenues in 1948, and 6 of 98 com
manded almost 40 percent of the
total in 1958. Even more striking,
only 5 percent of the counties collect
ed almost 50 percent of total county
revenue in 1968. The urban county
share of Federal grants increased
three-fold from 1948 to 1958 and in
the next 10 years doubled the 1948
percentage.

The urban counties operate much

objects of expenditures of Virginia's
counties between 1935 and 1968. One
immediate finding is the overwhelming
position of publ ic education as the
major consumer of county funds,
accounting in recent years for approx
imately two-thirds of the total. The
second most significant finding is the
decline in the percentage of the total
expenditure effort going for debt ser
vice between 1935 and 1968. While
county long-term debt, as noted later,
has shown a sharp increase, an even
higher increase in expenditures for
other purposes has resulted in a re
duction of almost one-half in the rel-

a. The following counties generally were considered urban in 1948: ArlingtoCl, Chesterfield,
Elizabeth City, Fairfax, Henrico, Norfolk, Princess Ann, and Warwick. The counties considered
urban in 1958 were Arlington, Chesterfield, Fairfax, Henrico, Norfolk, and Princess Anne. The
counties considered urban in 1968 were Arlington, Chesterfield, Fairfax, Henrico, Prince William,
and Roanoke. This note applies also to Tables 4,6, and 7.

EXPENDITURES

Turning to the county expenditure
pattern requires a look at Table 5,
wh ich presents a breakdown of the

more extended governmental programs
than their less urban counterparts. In
1948, the urban counties received
25.7 percent of the total revenue and
collected 39~ercent of the total
revenue in 1958. In 1968, the urban
counties contained only 36.6 percent
of the total estimated county popula
tion, but obtai ned 48 percent of the
total revenue. It is clear therefore,
that the increasing share of total
county revenue going to the urban
counties cannot be explained solely in
terms of population. A higher level of
services clearly enters the picture as
one of the important factors.

Non-Urban
Counties

38.4
46.5
15.1

100.0
$261,216

1968

Source by Percentage
Year

1948 1958 1968
36.1 49.2 60.6
17.6 23.8 35.0
16.0 48.1 34.4
25.7 39.9 48.0

$61,418 $172,476 $501,979

Urban
Counties

64.3
27.1

8.6
100.0

$240,763

ative expenditures for debt service
during this period.

The miniscule expenditure for roads
directly results from the Byrd Road
Law of 1932, wh ich provided for
State control over roads. Only two
counties, Arlington and Henrico, re
main outside the State highway sys-

tem. Expenditures for purposes labeled
as miscellaneous in Table 5 have re
mained at a fairly stable percentage

Local Sources
State Grants
Federal Grants
Total Revenue
Total Amount

TABLE 4 / PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL REVE
NUES OF ALL VIRGINIA COUNTIES, RE
CEIVED BY URBAN COUNTIES, 1948-1968

Source by Percentage
Year

Non-Urban
Counties

37.9
53.4

8.7
100.0

$45,656

1948
Urban

Countiesa

62.1
33.1

4.8
100.0

$15,763

Local Sou rces
State Grants
Federal Grants
Total Percentage
Total Amount

however, it is clear from Table 2 that
the property tax remai ns by far the
most important single source of
county revenue.

A separation of the urban and
non-urban counties, shown in Table 3,
shows that urban counties have de
pended more heavily upon locally
raised revenue than have the remaining
counties. During the 20-year period
for 1948 to 1968, there was little
change in the reliance on local
sources, the urban counties receiving
62.1 percent of the total revenue
from local efforts in 1948 and 64.3
percent in 1968. The percentages for
the remaining counties for those same
years were 37.9 and 38.4 percent, re
spectively. This major difference be
tween the urban and the remaining
counti-es~ the much higher reliance on
local sources by the urban counties 
can be accounted for by the higher
property values as reflected by indus
trial and busi ness properties, a more
diversified tax base, and the use of
other taxes such as the use of busi
ness and occu pational Iicense taxes
and utility consumers' taxes. In that
same period, a decline in the relative
contributions of the State grants to
both grou ps of cou nties corresponded
to an increase in Federal grants.

The share of all county revenues
received by urban counties, depicted
in Table 4, illustrates in another way
the most dramatic trend in county
revenues over the years. A few urban
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TABLE 5/ OBJECTS OF EXPENDITURE BY VIRGINIA COUNTIES, 1935-1968

Object by Percentage
Year

Objecta

Education
Welfare
Roads
Debt Service
Miscellaneous

Total Percentage
Total Amount

1935
60.9

4.3
1.3

16.5
17.0

100.0
$18,320

1939
59.2

9.6
1.0

13.8
16.4

100.0
$23,829

1948
68.8
10.1

1.6
3.7

15.8
100.0

$57,946

1958
66.7

8.5
1.4
7.8

15.6
100.0

$160,384

1968
67.3

6.5
0.8
9.7

15.7
100.0

$467,919

veals that the urban counties ac
cou nted for a great portion of al
most all categories included under
miscellaneous expenditures.

The urban counties also occupied a
dom inant position in spending on
capital outlay, an item not included
in Table 7. The urban counties ac
counted for 72.7 percent of the total
capital outlay expenditures in 1948,
75.8 percent in 1958, and 79.1 per
cent in 1968.

a. The data presented here include expenditures for maintenance and operation and for debt
service, but do not include expenditures for capital outlay. This note also applies to Tables 6 and 7.

LONG-TERM DEBT

TABLE 6 / OBJECTS OF EXPENDITURE BY VIRGINIA URBAN AND NON-URBAN COUN
TI ES, 1948 and 1968

SUMMARY AND FUTURE NEEDS

Even when one allows for inflation
ary distortions, it is clear that the
scope of Virginia county finance has
grown enormously since 1935. The
trends observed in th is study suggest
several significant points concerning
the future of Virginia county finance.

Gross county debt grew from $25.5
million to $576.8 million between
1948 and 1968, an increase of over
2,000 percent. During this period, the
urban counties incurred increasingly
large portions, reaching almost 70 per
cent of the total amount in 1968.
Bond issues for publ ic school con
struction constituted the major pur
pose of debt incurrence. Other pur
poses accounting for the debt increase
included street construction and relat
ed purposes in Arlington and Henrico
counties, and public works facilities
such as public buildings and water
and sewer systems.

Non-Urban
Counties

75.1
9.6
0.0
6.7
8.6

100.0
$233,898

1968
Urban

Counties
59.5

3.5
1.5

12.7
22.8

100.0
$234,021

Object by Percentage
Year

Non-Urban
Counties

74.2
11.4
0.0
3.4

11.0
100.0

$43,243

1948
Urban

Counties
52.7

6.3
6.2
4.6

30.2
100.0

$14,703

and 1968 stands out as highly impor
tant. As a percentage of the total, the
urban county burden for this purpose
increased three times while the effort
of th e non-urban group increased
twice. This figure alone offers one in
dicator of the pressing need of the
urban county to borrow in order to
meet ever growing demands for public
services.

Table 7 reveals, as might be ex
pected, the dominant position of the
urban county in the expenditure pat
tern in contrast to its non-urban
counterpart. The urban counties ac
counted in 1948 for one-fourth of the
total county expenditures; two decades
later the urban counties were respon
sible for one-half of the spending of
all Virginia counties. The urban coun
ties more than doubled their expendi
tures for education and debt service
in this period. The percentage spent
for welfare and miscellaneous purposes
greatly increased, and the urban coun
ties continued their monopoly on road
expenditures. A closer examination re-

Object
Education
Welfare
Roads
Debt Service
Miscellaneous

Total Percentage
Total Amount

level. This category includes expendi
tures for general administration, the as
sessment and collection of taxes, admin
istration of justice, law enforcement,
public health, and public works.

As with revenues, the' division of
the counties into urban and non-urban
groups reveals some intrigui':1g trends
in expenditures. For both groups, as
Table 6 indicates, public education
constituted the primary object of ex
penditure and accounted for a larger
percentage of the total in 1968 than
it did in 1948. Welfare accou nted for
a smaller percentage of the total for
both groups in each of the two years.
Expenditures for debt service rose
sharply for the urban counties and
substantially for the non-urban coun
t ies. Expenditures for miscellaneous
purposes decreased as a percentage of
total expenditures for each group in
the 20-year period.

Significant differences between the
two types of counties, however, be
come evident from an examination of
Table 6. In both 1948 and 1968, in
contrast to non-urban counties, the ur
ban counties spent less, in terms of
percentages, for education and welfare
and more for debt service and m is
cellaneous purposes. While heavier pres
sures do weigh upon urban counties
for education and welfare, the more
complex needs of urban counties re
quire heavier outlays for other pur
poses, such as law enforcement and
fire protection, thus reducing the per
centage of the total effort devoted to
education and welfare.

The rise in the urban county share
of total debt service between 1948



The web of financial interdepen
dence among the Federal, State, and
local governments in Virginia has be
come highly complex. Virginia coun
ties increasingly are depending rela
tively less upon local revenue sources,
important as they are, and more upon
State and Federal aid. In addition,
and while public education remains in
the pri mary position, other purposes
are increasingly competing for a por
tion of the county tax dollar. Thus,
at the same time the cost of contin
uing the traditional county functions
has risen, new or expanded county
fun c t ions have entered the scene.

_~_F_u_rther, the enormou~rease in
debt promises to continue its climb.

Moreover, it is no longer possible
to talk meaningfully of county finance
as if the counties were not signifi
cantly different. As a minimum; coun
ties may be divided for study into
urban and non-urban, and it is safe to
say that future studies will find it
fruitful to provide still further break
downs. For example, although this
piece has neglected counties that are
losing population, commerce, and a
viable tax base, they too deserve
analysis.

As the urban counties examined
here and those in existing metropoli
tan areas continue to grow, new Vir
ginia metropolitan areas are emerging.
Counties in these areas are increasingly
facing social and economic pressures

NEWS
LET T E R
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entailing financial response. The
analysis here, it should be clear, did
not include all counties in current
metropol itan areas. The urban county
share of total county finance, there
fore, promises indeed to be staggering
by 1980, when four new metropolitan
areas, including five counties, will have
emerged.3

TABLE 7 / PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL
EXPENDITURES OF ALL VIRGINIA COUN
TIES SPENT BY URBAN COUNTIES,
1948-1968

Object by Percentage
Year

Object 1948 1958 1968
Education 19.5 33.4 44.2
Welfare 15.8 20.0 26.7
Roads 99.9 97.9 99.8
Debt Service 31.2 62.8 65.5
Miscellaneous 48.3 66.1 72.5

Total Expenditures 25.4 40.6 50.0
Total Amount $57,946 $160,384 $467,919

This increasingly dominant position
of the urban county in the broad pic
ture of Virginia county finance re
flects fascinating implications for inter
governmental relations. Four urban
counties already hold membership in

3. Donald C. Dixon, "Government in
Virginia's Emerging Metropolitan Areas: A
Profile," 44 The University of Virginia
News Letter 25-28 (March 15, 1968).

the Virginia Municipal League, and
three of these - Arlington, Fairfax,
and Henrico - belong to the Urban
12, a coal ition of cities and counties
operating within the framework of the
League to press the State and Federal
governments for more financial assis
tance. The appearance of the Urban
12 constitutes a benchmark in that
city and county officials in urban
areas have joined forces in search of
action to help alleviate some common
problems.

The possibility exists, therefore, of
an increasingly more meaningful dia
logue among governmental officials in
Vir on' ,
part may mitigate some of the exist
ing and future deep-seated confl icts.
The more intensive this dialogue is,
the more likely it is that the Urban
12 will d eve lop in cohesiveness,
strength, membership, and influence. If
this occurs, this group or similar ones
more and more will exert pressure
upon and interact with State and
Federal officials. The potential strate
gies of groups such as the Urban 12,
the allies they engage, the enemies
th ey antagonize, their methods of
handling internal disputes and conflicts
with State and Federal officials, and
the successes and failures they will ex
perience all pose intrigu ing questions
concerning the evolution of intergov
ernmental relations in Virginia in the
seventies.

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia




