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district governments. Often empowered
through state legislation with the ability
to tax or to incur bonded indebtedness
to finance their operations, these special
districts may be designed to carry out
specific functions in a land area that
encompasses the jurisdictions of several
local governments. Occasionally, special
district governments have been granted a
somewhat wider range of duties, but
they remain limited in scope and are not
considered "general purpose" units of
government as are counties and
municipalities. While the creation of
special districts has at times provided an
areawide approach to certain problems,
the districts have exacerbated the need
for inter·functional considerations in
po I icy formulation. Overlapping and
i nt er sect i n g wa t er districts, sewer
districts, zoning districts, and the like
have promoted function· by-function
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effects upon the policies of other
functional areas. Despite the fact that
many urban, suburban, and rural
problems are areawide and interrelated,
rivalry, jealousy, and suspicion among
local governments have discouraged
adequate attention on a regional basis
and at times have resulted in total
inaction. The compartmentalization of
government decisions and policies into
functional areas has led to the myopic
attention often given to individual
problems. Specialized committees of
units of general government,
adm in istrative departments, and
independent special districts all tend to
focus attention to each problem area as
a discrete matter of concern.

The traditional method of insuring an
areawide approach has been the
authorization or creation by the state
governments of single·purpose special
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Ur ban growth and su burban
expansion have brought with them a
large number of problems which respect
neither jurisdictions nor state
boundaries. If the nation's urban areas
face problems of a regional scale, many
rural areas also face significant
difficulties, such as land use control,
water and sewerage supply, and quality
education, which are regional in scope
and which demand an areawide solution.
To be preferred is a situation where
affected jurisdictions share
inter·governmental responsibility for
policy formulation and implementation.
Often, however, when a problem has
been identified, each affected unit of
local government has adopted its own
policies and programs which address the
particular need with little or no concern
for their impact on neighboring
governmental jurisdictions. In other
words, areawide "policy" frequently has
been little more than the sum of a host
of policies decided locally.

Increasingly one finds a complex
interrelationship among issues once
considered functionally distinct.
Unfortunately, the interrelationship is
often subtle and difficult to measure
precisely. For example, local
anti-pollution controls may well affect
the pattern of industrial location which
in turn may determine housing needs for
workers and educational facilities for
their children. The policies of local
government in one functional area can
have far·reaching and unanticipated
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TABLE 1

Regional Councils in the United States

SOURCE: National Association of

Regional Councils.

regional council, to alleviate
fragmentation of government and to
promote intergovernmental cooperation.
Regional councils include councils of
governrllent (COGs), regional planning
commissions (RPCs), economic
de vela pm ent d istr icts (E DDs) , and
certain other multi-functional regional
bodies. Regional councils are designed to
fo ster interjurisdictional cooperation
among their members. Most include
planning as one of their primary
functions, and most have at least some
popularly elected officials from their
member governments on the council's
governing board. COGs are usually the
most far-reaching multi-purpose councils.
They are charged with numerous
functions in addition to planning, and at
times they can even be found in a
service-delivery role. Often the COG
govern ing board is composed entirely of
elected local officials. On the other
hand, RPCs are normally restricted to

areawide planning, while EDDs work to
promote orderly growth and
development. As Table 1 illustrates, the
growth rate in the number of regional
councils particularly since the mid-1960s
has been rapid, expanding from 177
councils in 1965 to 613 in 1973. This
rise is usually attributed to two factors:
first, a growing realization of the need
for regional cooperation among local
officials; and second, strong financial
inducements built into a number of
federal grant-in-aid programs enacted in
the 1960s. The voluntary nature of
regional councils helps mute criticism
that areawide planners are attempting to
usurp local government powers from the
established member units. The fear of
local officials that their jobs or offices
would be consolidated or abolished is
greatly diminished with the regional
council approach.

The most popular form of regional
orga nization has been the cou nci I of

FEDERAL ENCOURAGEMENT OF

AREAWIDE APPROACH

During the early 1960s, the Congress
began to recognize the need for
areawide planning and coordination and
stipulated in a number of laws enacted
to provide grants-in-aid to state and
local governments that areawide
planning be a requisite for federal aid.
For example, the Housing Act of 1961
and the Highway Act of 1962 demanded
metropolitan planning for eligibility for
certain local aid funds. Likewise, nevv
programs for aid to mass transit and
water and sewerage facilities called for
areawide planning. Section 701 (g) of the
Housing and Urban Development Act of
1965 was designed to encourage local
intergovernmental cooperation. Under
this provision, originally suggested by an
official of the Washington Metropolitan
Council of Governments (WMCOG), the
Department of Housing and Urban
Development was authorized to make
matching grants to regional councils for
supporting planning activities on a
two-to-one matching basis. The HUD

governments (COGs). The COG
movenlent began in Detroit in 1954
when the area's local governnlent
officers formed the Inter-County
Committee. New York follovved suit in
1956, although its Metropol itan COG
has never been particularly active; and in
1957 the 0 istrict of Co lumbia area
officials began informal meetings vvhich
ultimately became formalized as the
VVashington f\~etropolitan Council of
Government.3 There are now over four
hundred COG-type regional bodies in
this country. COGs seem to be
e s p e cia II yap pea lin g bee au se
locally-elected officials usually make up
the organization's board of directors. In
addition, some councils of governments
are organized as private, non-profit
corporations and do not requ ire the
approval by state government for their
formation. The multifunctional nature
of COGs and the successes of some of
the early models have encouraged
local ities to use that method of areawide
cooperation.

3 The Washington Metropolitan Council is

one of the largest and most active in the

country and has served as a model in the COG

movement. Seven Virginia localities, seven

tv1aryland local ities, and the District of

Columbia constitute its member governments.

Its membership includes all elected officials of

the member localities as well as the delegates

to the U. S. Congress and the state legislatures

representing the geographical area

encompassed by its member local ities.
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1The Commonwealth of Virginia has

largely avoided the prol iferation of special

districts, with only fifty-eight such

governments. This is fewer than in any other

states except Hawaii and Alaska.

2 Adv isory Commission on

I ntergovernmental Relations, Regional

Decision Mak ing: New Strategies for Substate

D i st r icts, Substate Regionalism and the

Federal System, Vol. 1 (Washington, D.C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973), pp.

24-25.

policies rather than a functionally
integrated approach. Thus, the
proliferation of special districts 'with
diverse geographic boundaries has
resulted in a continued fragmentation of
responsibility in the entire area.'
Despite the problems inherent in special
districts, they continue to be widely
utilized. In 1972, there existed some
23,886 such governments in the United
States, of which 16,044, or 67 percent,
vvere in areas outside Standard
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSAs).
The total number of special districts
increased about 30 percent during the
ten year period 1962-1972.2

REGIONAL COUNCILS

Recognizing the need for areawide
interrelated policies, many local
governments have turned to one of two
solutions. The first is the creation of an
areawide government, usually
accomplished by either the consolidation
of a municipality with its surrounding
co u nty or counties or widespread
annexation by a city of areas
surrounding it. However, with few
exceptions-such as the "Unigov"
created in Indianapolis-Marion County,
the consolidation of Miami-Dade
County, and the unification of
Nashville-Davidson County-this solution
has neither been politically popular nor
has it met with widespread acceptance.
Proposed consolidations or annexations
typically are opposed by county
residents who fear that their taxes will
be raised to support municipal services
in the core city area. County
government employees suspect they will
lose their jobs if services are combined,
while central city residents often
complain that an increase in population
would dilute their voting power in local
elections. In short, support for areawide
government is extremely difficult to
achieve, and successful consolidation
referenda requ ire soph isticated pol itical
campaign ing by proponents.

I n r ecen t yea r s, man y I0 ca I
governments have turned to an
alternative organizational device, the



guidel ines implementing the legislation
have been highly influential in shaping
the organization and interests of the
recipient regional councils. For example,
HUD has required that a significant
number of local governnlents within a
council's geographic jurisdiction must
hold membership in the council, in
order to encourage maximum local
participation. Reflecting its own
particular interests, HUD has also
insisted that the councils consider
housing as an integral factor in their
regional planning efforts.

Despite the intent of these statutes,
the initial result was the establishment
in most states of a series of regional
p Iann in g bodi es, each devoted to
planning in a particu lar functional area.
Often, this proliferation of planning
agencies meant that each functional
planning agency had its own peculiar
geographic boundaries and resulted in
what has been caHed "functional
autocracY,"4 a problem much like the
one ere ated by spec iaI d istr icts.
Recognizing the lack of interagency
co nformity in encourag'ing planning
areas, the Bureau of the Budget issued
circular A-80 in 1967 urging all federal
departments to discourage overlap and
duplication in areawide planning
fu nctions.

The Demonstration Cities and
Metropolitan Development Act of 1966
authorized the designation of state and
local "clearinghouse" planning agencies
to review applications from local
governments for funds under a wide
range of federal programs administered
now by nine federal agencies. The 1966
Act directed the Bureau of the Budget
to establish a system of state and local
review and comment on applications for
specified federal grants. No federal funds
were authorized to support this review
procedure; planning agencies relied
chiefly upon 701 (g) grants for financial
aid. The Intergovernmental Cooperation
Act of 1968 requ ired that the President
establish guidelines for areawide review
of applications for funds in those federal
programs "having a significant impact on
area and community development."s
Con seq u en t Iy , Pre sid en t J ohnson
directed the Bureau of the Budget to
issue Circular A-95 in July 1968 which
spelled out programs that would be
subject to state and regional reviews by
"clearinghouse" agencies. Circular A-95

4National Governor's Conference

Committee on Executive Management and

Fiscal Affairs Advisory Task Force. Sub-state

District Systems (Lexington, Ky.: The Council

of State Governments. 1971), p. 3.

542 U.S.C., sec. 4232 (1970).
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was later revised in 1971 and in 1973
both to broaden its appncation to more
programs and to strengthen its rev ievv
procedures. The A-95 guidelines
designate state and regiona I agenc ies
which are required to revievv all grant
applications to determine the areawide
desirability of the request. The
designated agencies, in turn, notify and
consult with local governments wh ich
might be affected by the proposed
grant. This having been done, the
clearinghouse agency sends comments on
the proposal to the federal department
or agency which is processing the
application. The A-95 comment is
advisory in nature and can be
disregarded by the federal agency
involved. The process does, at least,
allow the reviewing agency to suggest
changes for improvements and really
negotiate among local governments prior
to submission of final application for
funds. The A-95 clearance power has
fu rnished regional councils with a
potentially powerful weapon to promote
orderly regional policies, to discourage
duplication, and to establish regional
priorities in the use of federal funds.
Unfortunately, at this time, most
councils seem not to have achieved their
potential for shaping local government
policies.

REGIONAL COUNCIL STRENGTHS AND

WEAKNESSES

The chief attraction for local
government officials to the regional
co un c i I approach rather than the
consol idated government approach is
simple. Regional councils are not
"governments" and do not constitute a
new layer in the traditional
federal-state-local system. They are
voluntary organ izations and, for the
most part, they possess no powers of
taxation or bonded indebtedness; thus,
they do not compete with the localities
for scarce local financial resources. In
fiscal year 1971, 66 percent of the
regional councils received more than 50
percent of their funds from the federal
government, wh i Ie 26 percent of the
councils received more than 50 percent
from local governments and only 9
percent more than 50 percent from the
state.6 A National Association of
Regional Councils official estimates that
today federal funds account for 55-60
percent of regional councils' budgets,
local sources provide 30-35 percent,
while states and a small amount of
private aid provide an additional 10
percent. Unlike consolidated

6 ACIR , Regional Decision Making, p. 89.

governments, regional councils pose no
threat to the loss of local government
positions and jobs. Councils usually have
no direct author ity over the cit izenry
and possess few legal sanctions over
their membership.7 Councils provide a
necessary forum for interaction bet\Neen
elected governmental leaders and
professional planners who must be sure
to incorporate political constraints in
their day-to-day planning acitivities.
Finally, since most councils have at least
some representation of local officials on
their governing boards, local government
officials retain a measure of control on
the council's activities and policies.

If the chief attraction of regional
councils is their voluntary character,
therein also lies their inherent weakness.
Dependent upon member localities for
their very existence and dependent upon
them for at least some of their financial
support, regional councils necessarily
must avoid policies which would offend
one or more of the member
governments. Without legal power to
impose its will upon its members,
regional councils can only advise,
promote, cajole, and negotiate. On the
other hand, the member governments
possess the ultimate sanction over the
council: they can withdraw at will from
the association and thereby defeat the
goals and aims of the council. In
addition, regional councils have not
uniformly eliminated the charge that
they represent a trend toward some
"supergovernment" and a weaken ing of
local autonomy. A survey of state
municipal leagues found that 36 percent
of its respondents felt that regional
cou ncils "pose serious problems as
threats to local autonomy," and 33
percent even viewed them as "the first
step toward metropolitan government."S
Critics usually oppose even limited
operational capacity for the councils and
urge them to instead provide technical
services and advice to the member
localities. Somewhat ironically, then,
regional councils more often than not
are politically restrained from maximum
effect iveness.

Even though most regional councils
possess a modicum of power over their

70ne notable exception to this rule is

fau nd in the Metropolitan Council of

Minneapolis-St. Paul, to which the Minnesota

state legislature has granted taxing and

enforcement authority in the area of

environmental protection.

8Texas Municipal League, "Summary of

Relationships Between Regional Councils and

State Municipal League" (Austin, September

5,1972), pp. 15,17.



member localities in A-95 review, in
practice they have not utilized that
potential widely. As Melvin Mogulof
points out in his publication Governing
Metropolitan Ar-eas, a basic dilemma for
a regional council in both its planning
functions and reviews is that the view of
member local government officials is
often far different from that of their
counterparts in the federal government_
While the federal departments see the
co u n c i I s as promoters of rational
planning and the source of critical
reviews for federal grants, the member
local governments regard the councils as
providers of services and information
and as aids and allies in dealing with
federal agencies.9 As a result of these
basic differences in attitudes toward the
roles that are proper for the regional
councils, the councils have not given
much critical attention to the A-95
review process.' ° The council staffs,
fully aware of the need for support
from member localities, are highly
reluctant to make negative comments on
applications for federal support. Another
basic flaw in the A-95 procedures has
been the fact that federal departments
have often not notified reviewing bodies
of the final resolution of an application.
In other words, when a reviewing agency
makes negative comments on an
application, it frequently never learns if

9Melvin B. Mogulof, Governing

Metropolitan Areas (Washington, D. C.: The

Urban Institute, 1971l.p.15.

'OFor example, during calendar year 1973

the Washington COG made some negative

comments on on Iy 16 (or 12 percent) of the

129 grant applications it reviewed. This low

numbar may reflect, in part, success in COG's

negotiations before formal application is made

by the local government.
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the relevant federal officials concurred
in those findings. The latest A·95
revision, effective January 1, 1974, seeks
to remedy this problem by establishing
mandatory notification to the reviewing
agency of the final decision on each
application which has received negative
comments on the review.

Another problem which many
regional councils face is the question of
voting procedures to decide policies.
About one-half of the regional councils
have a voting procedure with each
member government possessing the same
vote regardless of population. Some 11
percent of the councils have weighted
voting based on population; 16 percent
have a mixed voting procedure
combining the first two arrangements;
and 23 percent report "other" forms of
decision-making, including
negotiation." In councils where
member governments vary little with
respect to population, non·weighted
voting arrangements may cause no
concern. However, in areas with great
variations, especially those councils that
encompass a central city and its
surrounding suburban localities,
non-proportioned representation has led
to the charge that the council was not
sufficiently sympathetic'to the needs of
the central city.

CONCLUSIONS

Planning district commissions-in
effect, regional councils-were mandated
by the Virginia General Assembly in the
Metropolitan Area Development Act of

1968, and functioning comm issions have
now been establ ished in all twenty-two
districts designated by the Division of
State Planning and Community Affairs.

"ACIR. Regional Decision Making, p. 82.

Some of the planning district
commissions already have become
engaged in ambitious activities, while
others are in varying s ages of
development. It would seem helpful for
Virginia planning officials to take close
not ice of regional council trends
nationwide and to study in detail the
experience of the Washington COG, one
of the more successful regional council
attempts.

The concepts behind regional councils
are fraught with potential problems in
their practical application. The voluntary
nature of their organizations poses
inhel-ent limitations on their
effectiveness, and on their ability to use
A-95 review as a tool for areawide
planning. Councils must rely on
persuasion, negotiation, and the good
faith of their membership to effect the
councils' desires.

On the other hand, creating regional
councils is enormously more politically
f ea sible than the establishment of
areawide government. Those who
criticize regional councils as weak and
ineffectual should understand that a
strong regional council, possessing broad
power to enforce its policies, authority
to provide direct services, and the legal
ability to raise revenues to support its
program, would be areawide government
in fact, if not in name. Councils with
typically limited power can, at least,
function as a medium of communication
among local government officials, a
source of advice and technical aid to
localities and special districts, and a
catalyst for considering local problems
as areawide and functionally related.
Therefore, one should accept the basic
limitations of regional councils, while
encouraging them to nurture those roles
which they can play sucessfully.
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