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State and local governments are
continually plagued with the problems of
increased urban growth. In view of
Virginia's level of urban population
increase, from 55.8 percent in 1960 to
63.1 percent in 1970, it is significant to
note the frequency with which cities and
towns have resorted to annexation as a
method of coping with the problems of
urban growth and meeting the rising
demand for services.

As the oldest method of
accommodating urban growth, municipal
annexation in Virginia has enjoyed many
successes in terms of the number of
territorial awards made. In recent years,
however, the opposition to annexation
has mounted in an increasing number of
counties and the threat of annexation
itself has resulted in city-county
consolidation, as in the case of the
Tidewater mergers,' or transition from
county to city status as occurred in
Warwick in 1952. The latest example of
an attempt at protective consolidation
was the approval in a referendum on
November 2, 1972 by the voters of the
towns of Holland and Whaleyville and the
County of Nansemond of a proposal to
merge their governments into a single
city. As a result, the City of Nansemond
will become the thirty-ninth city in the
Commonwealth on July 1, 1972.

The movement in opposition to
annexation culminated during the closing
hours of the 1972 General Assembly in
the approval of a bill halting all
annexations and transitions after March

1. See David G. Temple, Merger Politics:

Local Government Consolidation in Tidewater

Virginia (Charlottesville: Published for the

Institute of Government, University of Virginia

by The University Press of Virginia, 1972).

1, 1972. Under the terms of this act the
only exceptions to the moratorium will
be the previously filed annexation su its
by the cities of Bristol, Charlottesville,
and Lynchburg, and the proposed
incorporation of the City of Nansemond.
The moratorium will continue until
January 1, 1976. In the meantime a
legislative study commiSSion, the
Commission on Cit~/-County Relations,
will consider the problems of urban
growth.

With this virtual cessation of municipal
annexation in Virginia until 1976, the
time seems propitious for an examination
of how annexation fared in the sixties
when the regular annexation laws were in
effect. This article examines in detail the
annexation effort during the eleven-year
period, 1960-1970. The data used in this
article were gathered principally from the
following sources: (1) Chester W. Bain's
study,2 (2) Virginia 10wn & City, the
monthly publication of the Virginia
Municipal League, (3) a questionnaire
sent to twenty-four counties, and (4)
various newspapers across the State.

It should be noted that there may be
omissions and errors in the tabulations
resulting from the methods that had to be
used for collection. It would be most
helpful, therefore, if the author could be
notified of any such omissions or errors.
Happily, the study of future annexation
efforts, if and when annexation is
resumed, will be much easier through the
vesting by the 1968 General Assembly in
the Division of State Planning and
Community Affairs of the responsibility

2. Chester W. Bain, Annexation in Virginia:

The Use of the Judicial Process for Readjusting

City-Cou nty Bou ndaries (Charlottesville:

Published for the Institute of Government,

University of Virginia by The University Press

of Virginia, 1966).

for the central co\1ection of annexation

data?

LEGAL BASIS

Following the adoption of, the 1902
Virginia Constitution, the 1904 General
Assembly made annexation a matter of
judicial determination in a court of law.
Th is action marked an end to the practice
of extending boundaries by special acts of
the General Assembly, which had been
used from colonial times.

Since 1904 the Assembly has amended
various provisions of the annexation
statute without, however, altering its
basic procedure, namely the use of a
court of law to determine whether a
particular town or city ought to be
allowed to expand its boundaries. In
1952, for example, the annexation laws
were rewritten and reenacted. In 1964,
after a moratc-rium on annexation
imposed by the Assembly in 1962, a
Virginia Advisory Legislative Council
report made several recommendations for
change but nothing substantial resulted.
Again in 1968 the Metropolitan Areas
Study Commission proposed changes but
no action was taken in the ensuing
legislative session. The current
moratorium on annexation is the first
instance since 1904 of a ban imposed for
a period of almost four years.

ANNEXATION IN THE SIXTIES

As shown in Table 1, a total of
eighty-two annexation suits were filed by
Virginia towns and cities between 1960
and 1970. Territorial awards were made
in sixty-five instances, and seventeen su its
were either withdrawn by the initiating
municipality, dismissed on technical
grounds, or denied by an annexation
cou rt. Th e seventeen unsuccessfu I su its

3. Code of Virginia, 1950, sec.2.1-63.4 (a).
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TABLE 1 / MUNICIPAL ANNEXATIONS, 1960-1970

Square Miles Population

Year Granted Denied Annexed Annexed

1960 4 6.71 5,273

1961 4 2 8.89 4,204

1962 5 4 9.12 3,059

1963 5 1 6.43 3,132

1964 10 1 6.11 2,161

1965 5 4.93 1,014

1966 10 1 24.18 18,871

1967 4 1 7.36 3,819

1968 5 2 5.55 4,997

1969 6 3 32.58 50,851

1970 7 2 37.31 27,073

Total 65 17 149.17 124,454

TABLE 2 / MUNICIPAL ANNEXATIONS

DEN' ED, 1960-1970
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added. The largest population gain of
more than fifty thousand was recorded in
1969 and resu Ited for th e most part from
the annexation by Richmond of a portion
of Chesterfield County.

Eighteen of the thirty-eight successful
town suits, as shown in Table 3, were
instituted by town councils and contested
in the usual three-judge annexation court.
The rem a ining twenty suits were
instituted either by county residents or
were uncontested and were therefore
heard by a single judge of the circuit
court of the county in which the
pro posed area was located. Th is ty pe of
petition enjoyed a success rate of 100
percent. On the whole, the rate of town
ann e x at ion s u c c e s s 0 v e r fa i lure
(thirty-eight successful, three

rsuccess-f percent. in
th is breakdown is the fact that one of the
three towns which failed to annex was
successful on a subsequent occasion.

The high rate of town success suggests
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* Initiated by either cou nty residents or the cou nty itself. These awards represent compromise

agreements between the county and the town.

TABLE 3/ TOWN ANNEXATIONS GRANTED, 1960-1970

proceedings, and the large number of
annexations in 1966 may indicate a
municipal reaction to the possibility of

-the cur ailmen 0 annexa Ion as aresul1
of recommendations by that Commission.
Other findings show that the largest
annual territorial gain was in 1970 when
more than thirty-seven square miles were
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included one suit dismissed without a
court hearing, two suits withdrawn by the
initiating city, and two awards which

----were ec lne y t e cltles lnvol~.

Table 2 lists the unsuccessful annexation
attempts.

The successful annexation suits
resulted in the transfer of slightly over
149 square miles and more than 124,000
persons to the cities and towns. All
annexation suits were successful only in
two of the eleven years, 1960 and 1965.
The largest number of awards, ten, are to
be found in the years 1964 and 1966.
The explanation for this upsurge rests
probably on the fact that the 1962
General Assembly imposed a moratorium
on annexation until after the
adjournment of the 1964 Assembly. This
moratorium, however, did not cover
pending suits and compromises between
governments. Accordingly, seven of the
ten awards in 1964 were compromises.
The 1966 act establishing the
Metropolitan Areas Study Commission
did not prohibit new annexation



TABLE 4 / CITY ANNEXATIONS GRANTED, 1960-1970

Square Population

Year Municipality County Miles Annexed Annexed

1960 Charlottesville Albemarle 3.93 4,673

1961 Harrisonbu rg Rockingham 3.00 926

1961 Clifton Forge Alleghany 1.20 500

1962 Danville Pittsylvan ia* 0.15 86

1962 Norton Wise* 0.59 37

1962 Williamsburg James City/York 2.17 1,530

1963 Lynchburg Bedford* 0.20 36

1963 South Boston Halifax 2.62 1,109

1964 Martinsville Henry* 0.34 36

1964 Martinsville Henry* 0.48 57

1964 Martinsville Henry* 0.44 74

1964 Harrisonbu rg Rockingham* 0.19

1964 Lynchburg Campbell* 0.20

1964 Roanoke Roanoke* 0.28 400
1964 Galax Carroll 1.95 800

1965 Radford Montgomery* 0.13 88
1966 Roanoke Roanoke* 0.06 40
1966 Portsmouth Norfolk (Chesapeake) 10.80 11,000
1966 Galax Carroll/Grayson 3.72 1,390
1967 Roanoke Roanoke* 0.18 160
1967 Charlottesville Albemarle* 0.07 94
1968 Hopewell Prince George* 3.01 2,158
1969 Richmond Chesterfield 23.00 47,450
1969 Harrisonbu rg Rockingham 0.04
1970 Danville Pittsylvania* 0.04
1970 Winchester Frederick 5.90 4,900
1970 Petersburg Prince George/Dinwiddie 14.12 9,073
Total 78.81 86,617

*Initiated by either county residents or the cou nty itself. These awards represent compromise
agreements between the county and the city.

that counties are not inclined to oppose
annexation as a method of
accommodating town growth. And
interestingly enough, counties apparently
paid little attention to the effect that an
increased town population would have on
the town's moving to city status. By way
of example, three of the four towns
which gained through annexation more
than the five thousand population
minimum required for city incorporation
did so through compromise. On the other
hand, there was no rush for city status by
towns during the sixties. Only one town
which annexed territory, Salem, was
incorporated as a city. The other six
towns which were incorporated as cities
had successfu I annexations between 1957
and 1959. Another four towns which had
successful annexations had the minimum
population for city incorporation by the
1960 census count. With that in mind it
seems that towns were satisfied to grow
through annexation and that counties
were not opposed so long as city
incorporation was not the immediate
goal. Two of the three towns that failed
to achieve annexation were known to
have considered city status.

Eleven of the twenty-seven successfu I
city suits, as shown in Table 4, were
instituted by the city council. The
remaining sixteen successfu I su its and two
of those wh ich were unsuccessfu I were
instituted by county residents or
developers. The rate of city annexation
success over failure (twenty-seven
successful, fourteen unsuccessful) was 66
percent.

A comparison of the city and town
suits shows that while the areas gained
were minute, the population annexed by
the cities was more than double that of
the towns, certain\y a factor in the
greater resistance to city annexation. Of
the twenty-three cities entering
annexation suits, six instituted more than
one suit, while four of the thirty-five
towns entering suit were involved in more
than one case. As annexation suits by a
city or town cannot be filed more often
than once every five years, those
annexations which occurred without that
time lapse were accomplished through the
following methods: initiation by 51
percent of the qualified voters of an area
petitioning to have their area annexed by
a municipality, or by a resolution of the
county governing body requesting that a
particular area be annexed to a

municipality.
Since county territory is the target of

municipal annexation, there can be little
wonder why a county would fight to save
valuable land and population from cities
seeking those resources. Territory from at
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I east thirty-eight of the ninety-six
counties in the State was annexed in the
eleven-year period. Aside from the
twenty-two counties that have no towns
within their borders, only Arlington
County with 24.4 square miles is
protected from annexation by a statutory
prohibition against the reduction of a
county to less than sixty square miles,
unless the whole county is annexed. None
of the other counties had less than 100
square miles, and only eight of the
counties in the State have less than 200
square miles. The consistent denials of
Fairfax County territory to its adjacent
cities amply demonstrates the apparent
protection the courts have given that
high Iy urban cou nty.

Because towns are a part of the county
in which they are located, town
annexations were usually a less bitter
affair unless, of course, the town was
known to be contemplating city status.
City annexations, on the other hand,
were much more likely to erupt into
costly, long courtroom battles.

THE COST OF ANNEXATION

The ex penses assoc i ated with
annexation are difficult to pinpoint and
vary from case to case. Among the more
elusive costs are those of a hidden nature
such as the disruption of normal
governmental activities, intensified

hostilities between the units of
government involved, and the man-hours
each unit must devote to annexation.
Other costs such as engineering and legal
ex pen sescan bee stimated. The
annexation court is required in each case
to decide such tangible costs as the
amounts to be paid the county by the
city (1) for a portion of any existing
county indebtedness, (2) for any public
improvements annexed to the city, and
(3) for the county's net loss of tax
revenues. While the annexation statutes
authorize the court to determine these
payments, compromise settlements are
often worked out by the parties involved.
Such settlements were quite common
between towns and cou nties and were not
unheard of between cities and counties.

Some specific examp\es wi \\ serve to
ind icate the high costs of city annexation.
In 1962 the City of Bristol was offered
2.9 square miles and approximately
fifteen hundred persons from Washington
County as a substitute for the 6 square
miles the city had sought. Bristol
subsequently declined the award because
of the payments to the county required
by the court. The court had ordered a
$163,650 payment for public debt
assumption and a $225,000 payment for
the county's loss of net tax revenue, a
total of $388,650. Even after declining
the award, Bristol was ordered to pay
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THE FUTURE OF ANNEXATION

and rural areas under county government.
So long as this urban-rural distinction
prevailed, the system on the whole
worked fairly well. Since World War II,
however, the urban county, as
exemplified by such counties as Fairfax
and Henrico, has taken on more and more
of the nature of a city with the resu It that
the former sharp distinction no longer
applies. Given these conditions,
annexations have become increasingly
bitter and expensive contests between the
cities and the adjacent urban counties.

Washington County over $47,000 for
recovery of the court costs incurred in its
defense.

The City of Richmond had a similar
experience in 1964. Richmond had sued
for 152 square miles of Henrico County's
234.4 square miles. The court instead
awarded 16.14 square mi les and about
45,300 persons. Richmond was ordered
by the court to assume a county debt of
$13,942,000 and pay $12,832,000 as
compensation for public improvements
and $14,661,000 for the loss of tax
revenue, a total levy of $41,435,000.
After declining the award, Richmond was
ordered to reimburse the county in the
amount of $342,000 for court costs
incurred by the county in its defense.
These examples were not uncommon
occurrences ,n annexation su ItS. e
necessity for a study of a proposed area
to be annexed along with other tangible
costs often put the total outlay by the
county and the municipality at more than
a million dollars.

THE URBAN COUNTY AND

ANNEXATION

Municipal annexation as a method of
meeting the problems attendant to urban
growth has met with sufficient opposition
in recent years to make annexation in
some instances more of a problem than a
solution. The rising opposition to and the
rapid growth in the costs of annexation
are traceable to the emergence of the
urban county in Virginia. Traditionally
since 1904 the theory of annexation as
applied to the Virginia system of
city-county separation called for urban
areas to be under municipal government

by adjacent urban counties? Third, what
will be the civil rights implications
inherent in the expansion of municipal
boundaries given the composition of most
of Virginia's larger cities? As an example,
one might cite the representation issues
wh ich have arisen since the U.S.
Department of Justice, under the terms
of th e 1965 Voti ng Rights Act, began to
review municipal annexat\ons to assure
that racial discrimination is not involved.
Perhaps a State administrative agency
ought to assist localities in working out
satisfactory answers to th is type of
problem before actual boundary changes
take place.

The future of annexation is now in the It is obvious that a thorough
hands of the Commission on City-County reevaluation of the traditional annexation
R elations. By 1976, when the process can no longer be avoided. As one
Commission make . repo, of ttre -rrrgg-e on, Com IS on-----
cities in the State will likely plan to City-County Relations should reexamine
extend their boundaries, and the number the concept of a commission on local
of counties with urban populations and government which was recommended by
other city characteristics will have both the Metropolitan Areas Study
increased. Where a clear distinction Commission in 1967 and the Commission
between the urban nature of the on Constitutional Revision in 1969 but
municipality and its environs and the was subsequently rejected in each
rural character of the county continues to instance by the General Assembly. A
exist, the system may continue to operate commission on local government acting as
reasonably well. In charting a course for an agency of the State would be working
orderly future urban growth, however, for the common benefit of both State
the Commission cannot avoid addressing and locality. In the words of the
itself to at least three crucial issues which Metropolitan Areas Study Commission:
have contributed heavily to the current "I n the context of the very rapid
concern for the future of annexation. growth of Virginia's population and the

First, will those urbanized county continued concentration of her citizens
areas such as Fairfax County be exempt in larger urban areas in the years
from annexation because of their high immediately ahead, the need for action
level of urbanization? Second, what is urgent. There is time, yet, to resolve
aIternate method, if any, will be problems which, while critical, are still
employed to relieve the plight of the manageable. In a few short years they
central cities, especially those closed in may not be."

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia
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Note: The volume and issue number of the April 15, 1972 issue of the News Letter was cited incorrectly as Vol. 48, No.7. It should be cited as
II; /. 48 No~ B. - The Editor




