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TABLE 1 / SELECTED DEPARTMENTS IN VIRGINIA TOWNS, 1969

Source: Virginia Municipal League, Virginia Governmental Official Directory (Richmond: The
Author, 1971 ).

Town Population Number Fire Police Public Works Schools Health
0-500 62 39 34 2
501-1,000 50 33 42 13 4
1,001-2,500 47 44 44 28 3 8
2,501 plus 34 34 34 28 4 7
Total 193 150 154 71 7 19

The author is Associate Professor of Gov
ernment and Foreign A ffairs and Research
Associate in the Institute of Government, Uni
versity of Virginia.

Because the town is an important
unit of government in Virginia, one in
which over 300,000 Virginians resided in
1970, its governmental institutions and
practices must of necessity be impor
tant. * One of the discouraging features
of town government in Virginia, how
ever, is the simple lack of information.
For this reason it is all the more neces
sary to record what is known, especially
since this seems to be a time in which
rapid change is occurring for all of Vir
ginia's units of local government.

GOVERNMENT

Although the Virginia town encom
passes a wide range of population and
economic characteristics, there is a gen
eral simi larity in the basic arrangements
of government. As prescribed by law, all
Virginia towns are governed by a town
council, and the seven-man council is by
far the most popular size. In 1969, 120
towns had a 7-man council, 33 relied on
a 6-man governing body, and 18 used a
5-man council. Of the remaining, 16
used an 8-man council, 4 had a 9-man
council and 1 each had 4-man and
10-man councils. Thus, 172 Virginia
towns have councils that are composed
of 7 or fewer members. That is, Virginia
town councils are small in size, and
usually small councils are associated
with the council-manager form of gov
ernment. In the case of the Virginia
town, this is not so. Only 48 towns have

*This is the second of two articles on the
Virginia town. The first article appeared in the
August 15, 1971 issue.

an officer that is designated as town
manager, and in a few cases, the manag
er is also mayor, a practice which ad
vocates of the council-manager plan dis
approve. In short, the vast majority of
Virginia's towns are governed by a small
council which operates without relying
on the council-manager plan for central
direction and administration.

Generally all the towns also have
certain administrative officers, most
especially a secretary to the council, and
a treasurer. In many instances, these two
officers perform the major burdens of
routine administration, keeping minutes
and books, seeing to tax collection and
disbursements, and carrying on such
business as the town conducts. Many
other towns, however, have undergone
su bstantial administrative departmen
talization to carryon the functions of
government that extend beyond mere

"housekeeping." The degree of depart
mentalization, and the kind of services
provided, are of course important indica
tors of the complexity of government
and the place the town occupies in the
Virginia system. One might expect that
certain functions are basic to any unit
of local government, these being public
safety, education, public health, and the
provision of such services as water, sani
tation, refuse disposal, and street con-

struction and maintenance. Table 1 indi
cates that a large number of Virgin ia
towns conduct the~e basic functions
through formally establ ished depart
ments.

As might be expected, the proportion
of towns performing a specific service
increases with the size of the town.
Table 1, however, must be read with
some caution. The figures are for 1969,
and changes may have occurred since
that time. Further, it must be recalled
that the predominant method in Virginia
for providing education is through either
city-wide or county-wide school systems,
and the town school district is a rapidly
vanishing institution. Public health,
moreover, is provided throughout the
State on a shared State-local regional
basis, and again counties and cities are
the basic building blocks of this system.

The more important statistics are

those on fire and police protection and
publ ic works, because it is these three
functions that are the major reasons for
the ex istence of the town as a govern
mental unit. Since few rural counties
have organized police and fire fighting
forces or a county-wide public works
and utilities system, the town is in a
position to offer a greater degree of
protection and services to its inhabitants
than the county. And, again, not surpris-
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Source: Local government survey conducted in 1966 by the Institute of Government, University of
Virginia.

TABLE 2/ COMPOSITION OF TOWN COUNCILS BY PARTY DESIGNATION, 1966

POLITICS

Closely related to the services of gov
ernments are the political functions of
governments. Any governmental unit,
aside from providing direct services and
benefits to its population, is also a place

of determining which candidates he
might prefer to choose for office. Al
though there are strong advocates of
nonpartisanship in the United States and
in Virginia, it has been found that non
partisansh ip generally produces greater
voter apathy and confusion. Further,
although many may argue that there is
little difference between the two major
parties, there is a difference, and their
absence in local pol itics frequently
means a politics of personality rather
than one of issues.

And, so generally seems to be the
case for town politics in Virginia. The
common pattern is what political scien
tists call "friends and neighbors" poli
tics. That is, a man's major qualifica
tions for office are his friendsh ips, the
length of his residence in t e town, his
popularity, and, often, the size of his
family.

It is perhaps unnecessary to note that
friends and neighbors pol itics produces
many good officeholders, for often a
man's friends may best know whether
he is really interested in the responsibili
ties of public office and whether he is
qualified to hold office. On the other
hand, however, friends and neighbors
pol itics can discourage change and in
novation, prevent relative newcomers
from seeking office, and, more than
anything else, it means personalities are
at stake rather than positions and issues.

Another effect of the absence of
party competition and politics is diffi
culty in actually recruiting potential can
didates for office. Although rarely
noted, one of the most important jobs
of the pol itical party is to search out
qualified and attractive future candi
dates, encourage them to offer them
sel\ffiS for office, and_ ort them once
they do. In the absence of party activ
ity, a small local government may find
itself in the position where the same
person ru ns for office year afterye
without ever being challenged, of being
unable to find even one person to run
for a vacant seat, or of having men and
women run for office who are not really
interested and concerned but do it
simply because no one else will. Al
though it is difficult to determine how
extensive this problem is in Virginia
town government, it does exist in
numerous towns.

As i de from these considerations,
there is also the absence of a central
administrator. Because relatively few
towns in Virginia rely on the council-

Totai
125
111
152
165
553

Number of Councilmen Designated
Republican No Desi nation

3 80
3 82
9 135
5 148

20 445

where people can bring their grievances
and demands and through the processes
of government work out their own pat
terns of confl ict and cooperation. In an
indirect way, .if not a direct one, the
political life of a community also affects
the more mundane matters of public
services, since politics is the means by
which issues are raised and individuals
who set priorities and make pol icies are
chosen for office.

As with other aspects of the Virginia
town, there is far too little available
information on town politics, but cer
tain general characteristics do emerge.
The first of these is that despite the
growth of the two-party system in Vir
ginia during the 1960's, at least at mid
decade the towns had been little
touched by this important shift. As
Table 2 shows, most town councilmen
ran for office without a party designa
tion.

It shou Id be noted that 99 towns
failed to respond to the question about
the party label, if any, of their council
men, and so only 553 of the total of
1,306 town councilmen in the State are
represented in Table 2. However, it is
Iikely that the pattern for the non~re-

sponding towns is similar to that found
t-A e taB-i.e. d , h r-np.octant-po i

here is that of the 94 towns which
chose to respond, only 19 towns con
duct elections in which candidates vie
for office under a party label.

Aside from the . plications of non
partisansh ip for the arty system in the
State, and they are many, since towns
could and should be training grounds for
men and women who then move on to
higher office, there are other important
ramifications for town government itself.
I n the first instance, the lack of organ
ized and effective pol itical parties means
that finding candidates for office, sup
porting them financially and organiza
tionally, and making them known to the
voters becomes more difficult. Further,
the voter himself is left without a means

Democratic
42
26

8
12
88

Number
of Towns

22
19
25
28
94

Town Popu lation
0-500
501-1,000
1,001-2,500
2,501 plus
Total

ingly, the larger the town, the more
likely it is to be providing these basic
services, with the large towns ach ieving
close to complete coverage in the major
activities.

Unfortunately, there is no central col
lection of town financial data. Thus, it
is difficult to estimate the costs of the
various services to the town taxpayer or
the major sources of income for towns.
Three pertinent facts must be kept in
mind, however. First, town real property
taxes are added on to taxes already
levied by the county. Most town tax
rates are quite low and can yield only
limited revenues. Second, as already
noted, a large proportion of potential
town revenues are transfer payments
derived from State aid to streets and
highways and sales tax revenues shared
with the county. Third, while many
towns do levy additional taxes, such as
the automobile license tax, once again
these taxes are generally set at low rates
and the revenue produced is quite lim
ited. Further, government revenues are
inevitably tied to economic conditions,
and to the extent that towns are suffer
ing population losses they are also facing
losses in revenues.

'n short, governmental structure and
-seTVtc , evenue, nd -economtes- mu5-t
be thought of as closely tied together.
Towns, lacking any major source of
revenue which is independent of deci
sions made by other governments, and
also lacking the large geograph ic or
population base which is required to
absorb adverse economic shifts, are lim
ited and vulnerable in terms of the
money they can rqise and the services
they can provide.



manager plan, the role of the town
council and mayor becomes more impor
tant. Without the fu II-time professional
administrator which the manager is,
councilmen must be more aware of basic
administrative and governmental matters
themselves, be in a position to evaluate
and even generate alternatives, and be
able to undertake much more of the
burden of day-to-day governing than is
the case under the manager system. In a
large number of instances, town council
men are also town administrators, per
forming such duties as treasurer, fire
chief, police chief, and clerk. Aside from
the conflicts such dual roles may create,
such as belonging to the body which
appropriates the salary for the adminis
trat\ve Pos\t\on, \t means also that the
governmental significance of the indivi
dual, his qualifications, and the elected
position he holds become much higher.

TOWN-COUNTY RELATIONS

Virginia town government is further
affected by its relations with the coun
ty. Although much has been said al
ready, one of the major sources of ten
sion in Virginia local government is the
delicate and complicated relationsh ip
that exists between town and county.

In the case of city-county relations
the system of annexation wh ich perma
nently removes county territory from its
control guarantees that the city and the
adjoining county must eye each other
with great wariness, for almost inevita
bly they will be adversaries in an an
nexation proceeding. The Virginia town,
however, is not in the same institutional
position. Although it may annex, the
town does not remove county land from
the county tax rolls. Yet, at least in
some cases, towns regard their parent
counties with as much distrust and hos
tility as counties regard neighboring
cities.

Some of the reasons for th is town
county conflict have already been men
tioned, but two are worth noting again.
First, many if not most towns feel that
in terms of revenues they are on the
short end of the relationship with the
county. Second, in certain crucial policy
areas, especially education and welfare,
the county is the unit which makes the
major decisions. Aside from these two
reasons, there are others. One of the
most important is that there is bound to
be some degree of confl ict between
towns and most cou nties over pol icy
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priorities. When it is recalled that the
great majority of Virginia towns are
located in rural counties, th is confl ict
can be put into perspective. The town is
an urban unit, even if only in a small
way. As a result, the predominantly
rural population of the county and the
urban popu lation of th e town can and
do sharply disagree on the level of serv
ices that ought to be provided, to say
nothing of the kinds of services that
should be provided. The disagreement is
natural, and it is possible that if the
towns felt that their position had full
representation they would be more will
ing to tolerate the conflict.

In fact, however, towns have been
underrepresented on county boards of
supervisors. In 1960, the towns had 15
percent of the total population of the
counties containing towns. Out of the
358 magisterial districts in those coun
ties, however, towns could be sure of
electing a representative from only 16 or
4 percent of those districts. In short,
cou nty malapportionment was bad
enough to insure towns that they had
Iittle chance to be represented on cou n
ty governing bodies in proportion to
their population.

By 1970, the situation had changed
significantly, partly as a result of a
number of county redistrictings, partly
because of the growth of some towns.
According to the 1970 Census, of the
371 magisterial districts contained in the
counties with towns in them, towns
cou Id expect or hope to win 30, or 8
percent. That is, in the 10-year period,
town representation had increased two
fold, but town population still was 14
percent of the 76 county total. Thus,
even though redistricting, annexation,
and natural growth had improved their
status on county governing bodies,
towns continued to be underrepresented.

In all fairness, it should be recognized
that it is unlikely that town representa
tion on county boards will ever attain
precisely the proportion of town popula
tion to county population. Where there
are a number of small towns scattered
throughout a large county, for example,
geography will prevent those towns from
having "their" supervisors. An examina
tion of magisterial district populations
and boundaries, however, shows that in
a number of instances towns have been
prevented from having the representa
tion they deserve under an equ itable
allocation of seats. The discrepancy,
moreover, between town popu lation and

town seats on county govern ing bod ies
means inevitably that at least a large
number of town residents feel they are
ignored, unwanted, and discriminated
against in county policy making.

Another source of tension between
town and county lies in the fact that
the town is a small unit of government.
For example, there are certain trends
and movements in the State that only
emphasize the town's smallness. The
development of regionalism, as expressed
in the planning district commissions and
the regional health districts, to say
nothing of increased interest in regional
governments of some kind, threatens the
town with the possibility that it may be
submerged in some larger unit where,
while the county would continue to
possess a strong voice, the town would
not. In many respects, the fear is un
realistic, for the trends are far less
threatening than many town officials
and residents seem to believe, but they
remain keenly aware of their vu Inerabil
ity. In addition, urbanization and subur
banization can have the same effect. For
a unit of government, however small, to
see itself swamped by rapid urban
growth spilling over from a nearby city
is a painful situation. The town may
benefit economically, but it necessarily
loses much of its identity and unique
quality.

In their relations with the county,
however, towns are not without their
own resources. Perhaps the most impor
tant of these is the threat of city in
corporation. Although most Virginia
towns are still too small to approach the
5,000 minimum population limit re
quired of a city, there are 12 towns
which in 1970 were above that mini
mum and another 8, which by an an
nexation of 1,000 or fewer peop.le,
would also be over the minimum. In
almost every case, transition from town
to city status wou Id be a major financial
bloV\( to the county involved. And, al
though probably most of the towns in
question are reluctant to take the step,
the threat that they might is a powerful
means of winning consideration and con
cessions from the county governing
body.

Further, county redistricting is now,
by virtue of the 1971 Virginia Constitu
tion, a reality for every Virginia county.
There is no doubt that many towns will
thereby improve their positions in rela
tion to county boards of supervisors
through redistricting. While improved



representation will not relieve all the
grievances that towns feel toward coun
ties, it will no doubt help to ameliorate
the confl ict and act as a deterrent to
towns in taking what may be the desper
ation measure of transition to city
status.

It is possible, and one can hope even
probable, that relations among towns
and counties will improve over the next
decade, largely as a result of redistrict
ing. Many of the problems defy easy
solution, partly because counties them
selves must represent constituents who
do not share the same values or needs
that towns do, and certain problems lie
outside the power of even the most
kindly disposed county to resolve, such
as finding a stengthened revenue base
for the towns~ avoiding aVlng
towns swamped by urban growth.

PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE

As this examination has shown, the
place of the town in Virginia's system of
local government is a complicated one.
Certain points do emerge which are
worth stressing. First, the Virginia town
is an old institution, and one which has
shared an important role in the State
along with the cities and counties. Sec
ond, relatively recent developments have
in part obscured and confused the role
of the town in the State. With change
has come no necessary loss in the town's
importance, but a shift in the relation
ship of the town tJ its immediate sur
roundings and to the State as a whole.
Econom ic vu Inerability, population
losses, lack of a revenue base, and un
derrepresentation on county governing
bodies have meant that the town lacks
both the resources and the powers to

la a more affirmative role in the life
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of the State and its own citizens. In
addition, the town political system has
not contributed substantially to the
capacity of the town to influence its
own destiny. Friends and neighbors poli
tics is one way of working out political
decisions; there is good reason to be
lieve, however, that it is not a very
effective means, especially considering
the problems which towns face. Many
town citizens would no doubt be reluc
tant to adapt to the changes wh ich
come with active party pol itics, resent
ing the change from a more serene to a
more tempestuous way of life; but the
evidence indicates that towns and their
inhabitants must realize that the town as
an institution is under severe challenge,
and if it is to survive it must rise to the
Chal enge. -

While one must not underestimate
the seriousness of the problems which
confront the Virginia town, it can be
said on the affirmative side that a large
number of towns have been in existence
for a long time and have continued to
thrive despite adversity. Many town resi
dents are deeply attached to the way of
life the Virginia town represents; they
appreciate the closeness of their institu
tions of government and the combina
tion of urban and rural living which
often now exists only in the town.
Although the town may not have the
sophisticated economic and political
institutions of the cities and the larger
counties, there are those who would
prefer it that way, enjoying the oppor
tunity to do business with the same man
who sits on the town council, and hav
Ing as a well-known neighbor the same
person responsible for administering the
affairs of government. That over
300,000 Virginians still find the town

way of life satisfying and rewarding is
argument enough that the town is im
portant to the State. Further, with the
State undergoing rapid urbanization,
with the rise of increased stresses and
tensions associated with cities and what
to many is the depersonalization of the
suburbs, it is certainly important to the
social health of the Commonwealth that
an alternative lifestyle is available not
only in the rural areas, but also in the
towns.

Which, of course, raises the funda
mental question: to what extent is it
possible to continue to maintain the
town as an alternative way of govern
mental life? What can and should be
done to guarantee that the problems
which beset towns do not become over-
whetm . d ve·rTT'"---I~I~.::=-nr---r:rr-I-M~-r«-------

forced to become a city, or if not, to
sink into economic and governmental
lassitude?

Answers to these questions are not
readily at hand. At a time when pres
sures are growing from the cities and
counties, it would be easy once again to
slough off the problems of the towns.
Yet, it must be remembered that there
is a destructive potential in the towns,
in the form of rapid transition to city
status which would cripple a number of
counties. And, fully as important, towns
are sufficiently important contributors
to the welfare of the State to deserve
serious attention. There is no doubt that
the Virginia town does represent an im
portant part of the State's system of
local government and offers a promise
of a valuable alternative way of Iife to
many Virginia citizens. It would be a
tragedy for the State to forego that
promise by failing to appreciate what
the town is and could be.

Entered as second-class matter
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