,
TilE U:\IVERSITY OF

VOL. 49,

O. 9

I.

THE STAUNTON STORY 1908-1973, II
By ED'iVARD L. MORTON and 'iVELD00J COOPER
Mr. Monon is a Research Aide and Mr.
Cooper is Professor of Government and
Director, both of the Institute of Government
at the University of Virginia.

'lhe popularity of the manager plan
in Virginia local government, first in the
cities and then in the towns, did not
extend to the counties until a much
later date 8 When the transfer did occur,
it was accomplished neither easily nor
quickly. For in the early years of this
century Virginia counties did not have
the authority to appoint administrators
and, until the last two decades, either
did not need or, as was the case in
many instances, did not want an
administrator.
The provisions in the Constitution of
1902 acted to restr-ict changes in local
government organization in both the
counties
and
cities.
While
these
constitutional r-estrictions were relaxed
in 1912 and 1920 by constitutional
amendments, no such relaxation was
forthcoming until 1928 for the counties.
And it was not until four years later
with the passage by the 1932 General
Assembly of the Optional Forms Act
that counties were able to choose a
central administrator similar to those
long since found in the cities and towns_
Even then the counties did not take
advantage in any number of the more
flexible approach, largely because the
counties had few local functions and
continued for the most part in their
historical role as a local unit of
government carrying out State functions.
While the constitutional obstacle was

a formidable one, it did not prevent
some experimentation. ThroughoLit the
history of county government in this
century, the General
Assembly
in
of
recognizing
the
special
needs
individual counties has enacted no small
number of legislative acts limited to a
particular county or counties, which
authori zed the exercise of a power not
given to all counties across the State.
Accordingly, the Staunton Story, as
applicable to the county, consists of a
number of circuitous ramblings and
gropings of a few counties over time to
secur-e permission first to employ a
person who in effect was a pl'Ototype of
the modern manager, then to extend to
one or a few counties the authority to
employ an administrator, and then,

finally, the enactment of a general law
empowering all counties to take such an
action.
This article traces the development of
the manager concept in the Virginia
county from the early years of special
legislation to the flowering of the
county administrator in the late sixties
and early seventies. A concluding section
suggests reasons for the popularity of
the manager idea in Virginia.
EARLY BEGINNINGS

The
appearance
of the county
manager on the Virginia governmental
scene in 1932 was preceded by a
lengthy period of incubation which
reached back to the early years of the
century.

8. This is the second of two articles on the
sixty-fifth anniversary of the city manager
plan in Staunton_ The first article appeared in
the April 15. 1973 issue of the News Letter.
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THE SPECIAL ACT

Although
the
forrn
of
county
governrnent
\vas
frozen
into
the
Constitution of 1902, a limited amount
of flex ib il ity was still possible through
the device of an act of the General
Assembly applying to one or a fevv
counties. I t was these acts that made
possible the appearance of the positions
of clerk to the board and road engineer.
The Clerk to the Board. One of the
forebears
of
today's county
admin istrator appeared in the early years
of this century in the person who, in
addition to his duties as clerk of the
circuit court, served also as clerk to the
county board of supervisors. It will be
recalled from the previous article how
John Crosby, a Deputy Clerk of the
Circuit Court of Augusta County, had
the additional duties of acting, as he put
it, as "executive secretary" of the
county's board of supervisors. In this
capacity Mr. Crosby was playing the role
in a number of ways of today's county
admin istrator.
Although the history of this early
period is not conclusive as to the
intricacies of these arrangements, it
appears that a number of court clerks
acted also as clerk of the board of
supervisors with such duties and
responsibilities in the latter capacity as
the board decided. Evidence also
suggests that these two positions in time
became too much for one person to
handle. As early as 1908, for example,
the General Assembly made specific
reference to the position of clerk of the
board of supervisors.
These special acts culminated in a
1927 act wh ich empowered the Augusta
County Board of Supervisors to "elect
for a term of two years someone other
than the ,:ounty clerk as clerk of their
board and to fix the compensation to be
allowed said clerk. The board shall by
proper resolution, prescribe the duties of
said clerk, which shall be in addition to
his duties as prescribed by law." Halting
though these early efforts may have
been, they did help to pave the way,
along with early experimentation with
the county road engineer, for the
introduction of the manager idea to
Virginia county government.
The Road Engineer. In these earlier
days, also, the move toward a county
administrator was influenced by the
need for improved cou nty roads. Th is
need, which recalls the examples of
Stau n ton and F red eric k sbu rg as
recounted in the previous article, had a
part in influencing the appearance in the

twenties of a county official kno\vn as
the road engineer. Much like the clerk,
the duties authorized by statute for the
road engineer could be expanded to
include those of a broader managerial
nature.
On the eve of the 1930s, therefore,
the~e was every indication that the
experience of the City of Fredericksburg
almost twenty years earlier was to be
repeated, namely the emergence of a
county adrninistrator over time through
the assignment of additional duties to an
existing employee. Something called the
Depression, hovvever, intervened. As the
fin an cia I pi i gh t 0 f the counties
worsened, the Governor and the General
Assembly decided to relieve the counties
by taking over the county road system
through the adoption of the Byrd Road
Law. Counties by referendum were
allowed to continue control over their
systems; otherwise the State would
assume full control. The result is that
only two of Virginia's ninety-five
counties now administer their own
county (secondary highway) systems.
The removal of a professionally trained
person from the county scene was
undoubtedly an influential factor in
helping to delay for more than two
decades the appearance in any numbers
of the county administrator in Virginia.
LEGISLATIVE STUDIES

In the 1920s two legislative study
commissions were to set the stage for
the formal introduction of the
administrator to the Virginia county.9
The first such commission was created
in 1922 by the General Assembly on the
recommendation
of Governor
Westmoreland Davis. Known as the
Commission on Simplification and
Economy in State and
Local
Government, the Commission reported
to the Governor and the General
Assembly in 1924. Pointing to the
adoption of the manager form of
government in a number of Virginia
cit i es and towns, the Commission
recommended a similar approach in the
movement to
reform county
government. Other proposals urged a
much greater discretion for the board of
supervisors in the area of local
legislation. While the Commission's
proposals were not adopted, they did
provide a stimulus for further study and
9. Heavy reliance has been placed here on
the work by George W. Spicer, Fifteen Years
of County Manager Government in Virginia
( C h a rio t t esv i II e :
U nive rs it Y 0 f
Virgin ia
Extension Division, 1951).

paved the vvay for a second and much
more influential legislative study group.
The second group, knov..'n as the
Com nl itt eeon Con so lid at ion and
S i rn pi ification in State and Local
Governnlent, reported to the Governor
and General Assembly in 1927. Basing
its recommendations largely on the
proposals of its consultants, the Nevv
York Bureau of Municipal Research, the
Comm ittee urged that a nurllber of
sweeping changes be made in Virginia
State and county government. I n the
case of the latter, the recomrnendation
was that the State Constitution be
amended to enable the General
Assembly to provide by general law for
optional forms of cou nty government
other than the form prescribed in the
Constitution. The Committee's
recommendation in this instance, vvhich
was strongly supported by Governor
Harry F. Byrd, was successful with the
approval of the amendment by the
electorate in 1928. Follovving the
appointment by the Governor of the
Virginia Commission on County
Government, that body recommended
and the 1932 General Assembly
approved the Optional Forms Act under
wh ich counties by referendum cou Id
adopt alternate forms of county
government. Thus, the earlier efforts to
move toward a county administrator, as
exemplified by the clerk to the board
and the road engineer, were finally
crowned with success.
THE PLAN EMERGES

The 1928 amendment to the State
Constitution was to bear quick fruit.
Arlington
County, which had
experimented earl ier with a clerk to the
board of supervisors, requested and
received from the 1930 General
Assembly a form of government
providing for a county manager. This
p I an, w hi ch was approved in a
referendum of the county voters in
1930, was technically an optional form
available to all counties with a
population density of 500 or more per
square mile. Since Arlington was the
only county in Virginia which could
meet that requirement, however, the act
was in many respects no different from
a special act of the General Assembly
granting a charter to a city or town.
Thus the county manager came to
Virginia in 1932, some twenty-four
years after his counterpart appeared in
Staunton.
Events immediately following the
passage of the Optional Forms Act of

(

35
Table 3
The Virginia County Adnlinistrator, by Population
Groups, January 1, 1973

Populations

Number of Counties

Below 25,000
25,001·50,000
50,001·100,000
Above 100,000
Total
Total County
Population (thousands)

63
24
4
4
95
2,737

1932 seemed to portend a large number
of changes in the form of cou nty
government. On May 2, 1933 the voters
of Albemarle County approved the
county executive form of government.
Shortly thereafter on September 1, 1933
the voters of Henrico County approved
the county manager form of
government. Both plans became effective
on March 15, 1934. A rural county,
Albemarle, and an urbanizing county,
Henrico, indicated the appeal of the
optional form to diverse groups of
voters.
The spread of the optional forms
halted, however, as quickly as it had
begun. From 1934 until early 1973 only
two counties now in existence have
adopted an optional form. These were
Fairfax County in 1951 and Prince
William County in 1972. Thus, the
Optional Forms Act did not prove to be
the boon to county government
reorganization that had been hoped for.
The reason was obvious: under each of
the plans approval meant the abolition
of the constitutional officers of
commissioner of the revenue and county
treasurer.
The 1940 General Assembly added a
t h i r d 0 p t ion a I for m 0 f c ou nty
government known as the county board
form, which, like its predecessors, could
be adopted by a referendum. 1o This
form, it was hoped, would be more
attractive to the voters as it did not call
for the abolition of the positions of the
commissioner of the revenue and
treasurer. It did provide, however, for
the appointment of an administrator
with the title of executive secretary.
This form was used by Elizabeth City
County for a brief period before its
consolidation with the City of Hampton
in 1952. After the lapse of a number of
10. See George R. Long, "Virginia Counties
Turn to an Executive Secretary," Univ. of Va.
News Letter 40 (May 15, 1964): 33-36.

With
Admin istrator

Percentage With
Central Administrator

35
23
4
4
66
2,455

55.5
95.8
100.0
100.0
69.4
89.6

without a referendum. In 1972 the
General Assernbly provided that the title
of executive secretary be changed to
county administrator. It was the 1950
act which was eventually to serve as the
springboard for the rapid spread of the
county adm inistrator plan in the late
sixties and early seventies.
GROWING ACCEPTANCE

years, interest was revived in the county
board form and by early 1973 four
counties-Carroll, Dickenson, Lee, and
Scott-had adopted this form.
A fourth optional form of county
government was made available by the
1960 General Assembly. This form,
known as the urban county form,
provided for either an urban county
executive plan or an urban county
manager p Ian. The urban county
executive plan was quickly adopted by
Fairfax County for which it had been
designed as a form useful to a county in
a rapidly developing metropolitan area.
A turning point in the emergence of
the manager plan in Virginia county
government was the passage by the 1950
General Assembly of the County
Executive Secretaries Act which
authorized all but six of the then
n in ety-six counties to appoint an
executive secretary to serve as an
administrative agent of the county board
of supervisors. Based on the experience
of earlier experimentation in counties
such as Augusta and Pittsylvania, the act
made it possible to graft the manager
idea on to the traditional form of
county government. The 1950 act did
not disturb any of the existing county
constitutional offices and so an
executive secretary could be employed

The manager idea in the counties was
the third of three periods in the history
of Virginia local government. As noted
in the previous article the plan in
general spread first to the cities and
then to the towns although there was
some overlapping between the two. The
counties, on the other hand, came to
accept the central adm inistrator on a
broad scale at a much later date.
The story is briefly told. The first
county administrators appeared in
embryonic form in the twenties but as
late as 1950 there were only seven, and
all of these were, with the exception of
Albemarle, in the larger counties. Only
four were added in the fifties for a total
of eleven. Then the growth quickened.
During the sixties there were twenty-two
new county administrators which
increased the total to thirty-three. Flood
tide came in the early seventies when
the number of county administrators
was again doubled in the years
1970-1972 to a total in early 1973 of
sixty-six. The county administrator,
once a lonesome figure in Virginia
county government, had become a
commonplace.
Moreover, the county administrator is
by no means confined to the larger
Virginia counties. As in the case of the
smaller cities and. Jowns of Virginia, the
administrator is also to be found in
counties at all population levels. As
shown in Table 3, it is a remarkable fact
that well over 50 percent of the
counties below 25,000 population have

Table 4
The Virginia Local Government Administrator, January 1, 1973
Unit of
Government

Number

With an
Administrator

Percentage With
an Admi nistrator

Cities
Counties
Towns Above
2,500

39
95

39
66

100.0

Population

34

33

97.0

168

138

82.1

Total

69.4
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an administrator. It is, of COUI'se, not
surprising that all of the counties above
50,000 population, with one exception,
have adminisUators.
But if the county administrator ,vas
to trail his city counterpan by a number
of years, there was a remarkable
similarity between the flovvering of the
idea in the two jurisdictions. Staunton
in 1908 received no new chaneI' from
the General Assembly authorizing the
employment of a city manager. On the
contrary,
Staunton,
as
did
FredericksbUI'g some years latel', added
to its existing fonT) of govel'nment a city
manager who served at the pleasure of
the council. In the counties, also, the
great majority of the administl'ators
consists of a simple addition to the
constitutional form
of county
government, All the existing county
administrators in early 1973, with the
exception of those appointed as a result
of the adoption of an optional form,
have come to the counties, as to the
cities, merely by grafting the
administrator on to the existing form.
And no great wisdom is needed to
conclude that the number of county
administrators would be nowhere near
the number it is in early 1973 if the
only approach had been one of the
optional forms,
THE STAUNTON STORY, 1973

The manager plan has indeed fared
well in the State of its birth. On the eve
of the sixty,fifth anniversary of the
plan, all of Virginia's city population,
almost 90 percent of the county
population, and about 67 percent of the
total town population live under a
government with an administrator. In
•-t'"

terms of numbel's, the figures are
equally impressive (Table 4). All the
cities, about tvm·thirds of the counties,
and cdl but one town of 2,500
population and above employ managers.
Although it is difficult to answer, the
natural question is: Why all this
popularity)l] Looking at the history of
Virginia State and local government
since 1900, a number of governmental
and political developments can be cited
which helped to popularize the manager
idea after its early appearance in
Staunton.
One of these is the strong support for
governmental reform in Virginia during
this century. "Efficiency and economy"
have been popular words in Virginia
government and politics. Effol·ts at
governmental reform at the State level
date back to the earliest years. Although
not possessing the visibility of changes
at the State level, the experiences of the
cities and towns which moved to the
manager plan at an early date showed a
strong emphasis on more efficient ways
of providing services. One immediately
recalls the early achievements of
Ashburner in Staunton in reducing street
construction costs.
In short, the climate in Virginia has
been a favorable one for those interested
in improving governmental performance.
The Executive Budget Act of 1918
began the movement which culminated
in the twenties with the Governor as the
State's Chief Budget Officer. The
reorganization in the twenties of the
administrative structure of the State
11. John Wheeler has called it Virginia's
"love affair" with the manager plan. See his
"Virginia and the Council·Manager Plan ,"
U iv. of Va. News Letter 42 (May 15, 1966):

33·36.

government und I' the leadership of
Governor Byrd is a well·known story.
Efforts over the years since then to
achieve additional improvements have
been the assignments of a number of
legislative study commissions. A recent
example is the Governor's Management
Study uncleI' Governor Holton.
Coupled with the emphasis on
efficiency has been the stability of local
and State government in Virginia. The
long domination of the State's political
scene by the Byrd Organization made
possible an emphasis on improved
governmental management that probably
would not have been possible in a more
volatile political environment.
Finally, the adoption of the manager
idea in the cities, counties, and towns
has not been, in most instances, a strong
and divisive political issue but one which
has grown out of a demonstrated need.
1 f t hem a nag e I' p Ia n cam e to
Fredericksburg by accretion, it came to
many other jurisdictions by either a
county ordinance or by a municipal
charter change or ordinance. It is
instructive that, so far as is known, no
formal abandonments of the plan have
occurred in the cities and towns. And in
only one known instance has an
abandonment oCCUlTed in a county.
One might ask, however what will be
the effect on the manager plan in
Virginia local government of the winds
of political change now blowing so
briskly in Virginia) Is the administrator,
in other words, to be subordinated to an
emerging elected political executive in
the form of a strong mayor) An exact
forecast wau Id be hazardous but there is
no sign as yet of any ebbing in the
popularity of the manager plan in
Virginia.
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