VOL. 52, No.7

THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

THE USE OF INTERLOCAL SERVICE AGREEMENTS
IN VIRGINIA
by BRUCE RANSOM
The author is a graduate student at the
University of Virginia and a graduate assistant
on the staff of the Institute of Government.

Across the United States, local
governments cooperate through the use
o f f 0 r ma I and i nfor m a I se rv ice
agre e men t s to a chi eve fun ction a I
consolidation. Such interlocal service
agreements appeal to voters and public
officials alike for several reasons. They
allow a locality either to obtain a service
that it is unable to provide alone or to
cooperate with another local
governmental unit to reduce costs.
Cooperative projects may also allow a
quality of service superior to that a local
government acting alone might provide.
Additionally, these service agreements
are politically favorable because they do
not alter the governmental structure of
participating localities, and they
minimize a locality's loss of control and
independence.
'nterlocal service agreements have not
been free of criticism, however. One
scholarly observer, Joseph F.
Zimmerman, has said that these
agreements are a limited and temporary
form of functional consolidation . . .
[and]
a large number of
arrangements is a desultory approach to
the solution of service problems."1
Nevertheless, Zimmerman's nationwide
survey of interlocal service agreements
reveals that 61 percent of the
responding municipalities indicated that
they had entered into formal and
lI

informal agreements, mainly for
relatively noncontroversial services, e.g.,
jails, water supply, and civil defense.
To what extent do Virginia localities
rely upon interlocal agreements? Has
there in recent years been an increase in
the use of such agreements? Does most
cooperative activity in the state occur in
relatively noncontroversial service areas?
To suggest answers to these questions,
this article will examine some conditions
sur r 0 u n din g the use 0 f se rv ice
agreements in Virginia.
THE VIRGINIA CONTEXT

In the 1960s the Virginia
Metropolitan Areas Study Commission
gathered evidence regard ing the effects
that both city-county separation and the
annexation process have on the use of
interlocal service agreements in Virginia.
MASC find ings were reinforced in the
1970s when the Commission on
City-County Relationships further
documented the adverse effects of
city-county separation and the role that
interlocal service agreements generally
play in annexation proceed ings. The
nature of the court determined
annexation proceeding has made
counties wary of cooperating formally
with contiguous cities. A city may later
use such agreements in an annexation
case to support arguments that a
community of interest exists between
the city and the county areas served, as

well as to indicate the need for a
complete array of urban services in the
area proposed for annexation. With this
in mind, the Commission has
recommended that "cooperative
ag ree ments and joint activities be
explicitly removed from consideration in
annexation cases, except where localities
fail to pursue collaborative efforts in
good faith."2
Thus, separation of cities and
counties and the annexation process do
have a debilitating effect on the use of
interlocal service agreements in the
Commonwealth. Nevertheless, localities
are utilizing such service agreements as
authorized by Virginia's constitutional
and statutory provisions.
CONSTITUTIONAL

AND

STATUTORY

PROVISIONS

Article V II, Section 3 of the 1971
Virginia Constitution expressly states
that the General Assembly has the
power to authorize cooperative
arrangements among the state's localities
by general law or special act. However,
even before its adoption, general laws
and specia I acts had been passed by the
General Assembly to allow numerous
joint undertak ings. Many different acts
2Virginia General Assembly, "City-County
Relationships," Report of the Commission on
C ity-Cou nty
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have authorized cooperative
arrangements, but one statute has been
used more extensively than any other by
localities wishing to cooperate. Section
15.1-21 of the Virginia Code authorizes
the joint exercise of powers among
political subdivisions if the power is
capable of being exercised by one
jurisdiction. This section specifically
permits two or more political
subd ivisions to enter into agreements
with each other through "appropriate
action by ordinance, resolution or
otherwise pursuant to law of the
governing bod ies of the participating
political subdivisions...."
AGREEMENTS AMONG LOCALITIES

The Division of State Planning and
C-6mmunity -Affa"frs---(DSJ)C-A) bega-n" "in"
1971 to collect and compile data on
reported interlocal service agreements.
While this information, published in the
annual report entitled Local Government
Information has many shortcomings, the
pub Iished data do revea I reported
agreements by locality in broad service
areas. The following analysis is drawn
from these annual reports for the years
1971-1974.
Yearly totals indicate that the
rep 0 r ted inc ide n ceo f i n t erioca I
cooperation has been doubled since
1971. As Table 1 indicates, the number
of reported interlocal service agreements
has increased steadily from a total of
488 in 1971 to 985 in 1974. A majority
of these reported increases were in
towns and counties, where totals over
the four-year period increased by 193
percent and 78 percent, respectively. By
con t r a st , the use 0 fin t e rio ca I
agreements among Virginia cities rose
only 53 percent. Overall, the percent of
change was highest in 1973, a year in
which towns accounted for 65 percent
of the expansion. Moreover, counties
and towns were participants in almost
72 percent of the reported agreements.
Towns apparently have found these
agreements of considerable benefit, an
observation further reflected in the fact
that the number of reported agreements
involving these localities rose from 28
percent of the total number in 1971 to
40 percent of the total in 1974. By
comparison, the number of reported
agreements involving cities declined from
30 percent of the tota lin 1971 to 23
percent in 1974. The comparable figures
for counties were 42 percent in 1971
and 37 percent in 1974.
Unfortunately, DSPCA's annual
survey reports do not permit a
determination as to either the parties or
the precise number of localities involved

TABLE 1
Reported Interlocal Service Agreements, 1971-1974

Year
of
Report

Total

Change

Cities

Change

Counties

Change

Towns

Change

1971
1972
1973
1974

488
642
853
985

+31.6
+32.9
+15.5

148
200
252
226

+35.1
+26.0
-10.3

206
285
308
367

+38.3
+ 8.1
+19.2

134
157
293
392

+17.2
+86.6
+33.8

Percent Change From Preceding Year by Type of Locality

%

%

%

SOURCE: Virginia Division of State Planning
Information (Richmond: 1971-1974).

in the arrangements. Nevertheless, the
total number reported by local officials
indicate that Virginia localities do use
interlocal agreements as one method of
prov id ing serv ices.
Another way of examining the use of
interloc(ll" agr~~m~fJts __ u_~~_ Virginia )s .to
a n a Iy ze the inc ide n ceo f these
a g r e e men t sin met r 0 pol ita nand
nonmetropolitan areas. 3 In this regard,
the Advisory Commission on
Intergovernmental Relations has
concluded that rural governmental
institutions tend to be ill-equipped to
tack Ie areawide problems and thus may
participate less frequently in
intergovernmental agreements than
metropolitan governments. Under
Virginia's system of local government,
while towns may provide a variety of
services, the ultimate responsibility for
service provision rests with the county
in which the respective town is located.
For this reason interlocal agreements
should be used frequently in Virginia's
rural areas, especially among the larger
towns. And the data presented in Table
2 i nd icate that reported interlocal
service agreements are indeed more
numerous in the state's nonmetropolitan
a re as. Furthermore, nonmetropolitan
areas-had "a "higher" rate of arihLial cha-rig"e
3 1n
include

th is
all

analysis,
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nonmetropol itan
local ities

that

are

areas
not

situated in a Virginia Standard Metropolitan
Statistical

Area, as delineated by the U.S.

Bureau of the Census. Also, only those SMSA
localities physically located completely within
Virginia have been included.

and

%
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in two of the three years i nvo Ived.
However, because of the sharp increase
in 1973, metropolitan areas experienced
during the four-year period a slightly
higher overall rate of change (110
percent) than did nonmetropolitan areas
(98__ per-cent).. Even S07 no.nmetropoJitan
areas continue to account for
approximately two-thirds of all reported
service agreements.
TYPES OF AGREEMENTS AND SERVICE
AREAS

Some general observations also should
be made regard ing both the types of
agreements used and the various service
areas included. Data collection on the
types of agreements was not begun until
1972. Then respondents were asked to
identify the type of each reported
agreement as either a (1) written
agreement, (2) formal contract, (3)
parallel enabling ordinance, (4)
contribution (to include the exchange of
money, equipment, or manpower for
services rendered), or (5) other. In 1973
the "other" category was changed to
read "other informal arrangments." With
the exception of formal contracts in
19 7 2 , non m etropo "tan areas were
involved in the majority of the
agreements in all categories in each of
the three years.
P art Iy be ca u se of the limited
published data, the yearly rate of change
among the types of agreements tends to
fluctuate. However, some general overall
patterns can be discerned. In 1972
written agreements, formal contracts,
and contributions accounted for

TABLE 2
Reported Interiocal Service Agreements in Metropolitan
and Nonmetropolitan Areas, 1971-1974

Year
of
Report
1971
1972
1973
1974

Number of Agreements and Percent Change From Preceding Year
%
Metropolitan
%
Nonmetropolitan
Change
Areas
Change
Areas
162
206
318
340

SOURCE: Same as Table 1.

+27.2
+54.4
+ 6.9

326
436
535
645

+33.7
+22.7
+20.6
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a pprox i mately 90 percent of the
reported interlocal service agreements. In
1973 these types of agreements were
much less widely used; and by 1974,
these three categor ies represented on Iy
56 percent of the total. Exclud ing
parallel enabling ordinances, formal
contracts were the least numerous (15
percent) of the agreement types in
1974.
The decline in the three categories
mentioned above was offset by increases
in the fifth category. In 1972, this
"other" category represented only 2
percent of the reported agreements; but
in 1974, 40 percent of a II agreements
were listed as /lother
informal
arrangments." One difficulty, of course,
is that the category "other" used in
1972 is not necessarily identical to the
category "other informal arrangments"
used in succeeding years. Although the
intent is obviously to include here only
those agreements that do not by
defin ition fit any of the other four
categories, the broader word ing used
beginning in 1973 could have resulted in
a broader interpretation of the category
by those
officials reporting.
Nevertheless, it seems clear that various
types of informal agreements are now
most widely used by Virginia's localities.
For purposes of this analysis, the
reported service agreements have been
grouped into nine functional categories:
(1) administration, (2) education and
culture, (3) environment, (4) health and
welfare, (5) recreation, (6) public safety,
(7) public works and utilities, (8) public
transportation, and (9) other. Of these
areas, public safety, public works and
utilities, education and cu Iture, and
health and welfare have accounted for
the highest number of cooperative
unde.rtak ings. Exclud ing the "other"
category, public transportation and
environmental concerns have constituted
the smallest number. As might be
expected, cooperation in these two
service areas has been highest in
metropolitan areas.
Financial inducements and the
necessity to cooperate probably best
explain the brisk rate of change among
and within service categories. From
1971 to 1974, the highest rates of
overall change were in the areas of
admin istration, education and culture,
and environmental affairs. With the
exception of the health and welfare
category, the number of agreements
increased by more than 50 percent in all
service areas. In the metropolitan areas,
the highest rate of change occurred in
recreation, education and culture, public
transportation, and environmental
affa irs.

INTERLOCAL

COOPERATION

IN

SPECIFIC AREAS

Our analysis thus far has provided a
general picture of the extent to which
different types of service agreements are
used by Virginia's counties, cities, and
towns in both metropolitan and
nonmetropolitan areas. To gain an even
clearer understanding of how interlocal
service agreement activity is viewed and
used in different localities, three of
Virginia's twenty-two planning districts
were selected for further investigation.
These planning d istricts- Thomas
Jefferson, Piedmont, and Richmond
Regional-were chosen because of their
semi-metropolitan, rural, and
metropol itan composition, respectively.
Additionally, specific data on some of
the interlocal service agreements
between the City of Richmond and
surrounding jurisdictions are presented
to shed some Iight on other aspects of
cooperative service activity.4
Thomas Jefferson Planning District.
The eleven localities in this district-one
city, five counties, and five towns-are
not dependent on interlocal service
agreements. Indeed, except for 1972,
there has been a decl ine in the number
of reported service agreements in the
district. The majority of the agreements
undertaken have been in the area of
public safety. The City of Charlottesville
and Albemarle County, the most
urbanized portions of the district, are
engaged in most of the agreements.
Although the Charlottesville area has
also been entangled in consolidation and
annexation attempts in recent years, the
city and the county have been able to
cooperate on a limited scale.
Apparently, both the desire to cooperate
in mutually beneficial service areas and
stimuli from the state and federal
governments have led to joint
undertak ings.
These two localities have not relied
simply on informal service agreements.
In fact, joint authorities or boards have
been organized in areas ranging from
water and sewage to common airport
facilities. In a limited way, the
predominantly rural areas of the region
also cooperate among themselves, but
there is a greater tendency for them
either to become involved
in
Charlottesville-Albemarle ventures (e.g.,
the Charlottesville-Albemarle joint
security complex) or to engage in
4Appreciation

is

expressed

to

staff

members of the Thomas Jefferson, Piedmont,
and Richmond Regional PDCs and the Office
of the City Manager, Richmond, for providing
some

of

sect ion.

the

information

included

in

th is

strictly regional endeavors. The influence
of the City of Charlottesville and
Albemarle County has set the tone for
cooperative efforts by other localities in
this mixed rural and urban district.
Pied mont Planning District. The
extent of cooperation in th is rural
district is considerably less than that in
the Thomas Jefferson District. (The
Piedmont District includes eighteen
jurisdictions-seven counties and eleven
towns.) No interlocal service agreements
were reported in the district in 1971,
only nine in 1972, and only one in
1973. However, the 1974 reports
disclose twenty-one service agreements.
This limited use of agreements is
apparently the result of several factors,
including strong individualism, economic
and political considerations, fear of
annexation, and the insularity of local
leaders. Most of the district's leaders
believe that cooperation in one area, no
matter how limited, represents a step in
the direction of regionalism and away
from the strong trad ition of local
government.
I ndeed, one official
acknowledged that "state law and
federal grants are the only reason this
planning district commission exists." He
fur t h er observes that "the serv ice
agreements that exist are usually not
voluntary; there
is a mandate
somewhere."
Richmond Regional Planning District.
This district is the most urbanized of the
three districts. In fact, excluding New
Kent County, its composition is identical
to the Richmond SMSA. This planning
district encompasses nine localities-one
city, seven counties, and one town; the
district's urban core accounts for most of
the service agreements. Since the 1960s,
the urban ized area has been torn by
move ments for con~o'!q~~ion, annexation, and the creation -of a--metropolitan
school district which have created friction
between the localities and produced a
negative attitude toward interlocal cooperation.
Nevertheless, where mutual benefits
have been the over-arching consideration,
these localities have cooperated. In 1971,
the district had fifteen reported interlocal
service agreements. The number of agreements tripled the following year; then
there was a reported decline in 1973. A
total of thirty-five service agreements
were reported in 1974. The majority of
these reported agreements have been in
the categories of public works and utilities and public safety. Also, cooperative
contractual agreements in the areas of
water delivery, sewer facilities, and solid
waste dis posal have been in effect
throughout the four-year period. Most of
the agreements in these "hard" service
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areas have involved the City of Richmond
and the surrounding counties. Thus, while
interlocal' 'cooperation does exist in this
urban'district, uncertainties surrounding
f utu're annexation attempts by Richmond, the prevailing tradition of strong
local government, a'nd apprehension
about Jlcreeping regionalism" have produced a cautious attitude toward intergovernmental cooperation.
City of Richmond. The data on interlocal service agreements between the City
of Richmond and surrounding jurisdictions reveal that Chesterfield County has
been involved in several joint service ventures with the city. For example, Richmond's water purchases from the county
totaled $39,075 in 1974-75. (This agreement was terminated in December of
1974, however, as part of the city and
county's annexation settlement.) Also,
Richmond and Chesterfie\crcounty have
a long-term reci proca I contract for the
provision of waste-water treatment services. During the past fiscal year the county paid Richmond $95,100 for these services, while the city in turn paid $65,700
to Chesterfield Cou~ty. Richmond and
Chesterfield County also cooperate in the
use of the county's sanitary landfills; the
city provides back-up sanitary landfill
equipment and emergency maintenance
and also will pay the county an estimated
$46,000 in fiscal year 1975-76 for this
waste disposal service. The total dollar
figure for these three service agreements
is not great ($245,875).
Henrico County contracts for a number of services from the City of R ichmond. For example, Richmond provides
waste-water treatment services to the
county under a long-term formal contract. In fiscal year 1974-75, Henrico
County paid the city $1,367, 100 for serv-

ices r~~eived under this arrangement. The
county has a simi lar agreement for water
and gas services whereby Richmond sells
water and gas directly to county residents; in the past fiscal year, the city received $965,300 from these transactions.
Both of these contracts terminate in the
late 1980s.
Except for a recently approved wastewater treatment agreement with Hanover
County, the remaining inter local service
agreements are of an informal nature. For
example, Richmond has reciprocal agreements with both Henrico and Chesterfield
counties to provide fire fighting and police services. These mutual aid agreements
simply involve the sharing of manpower
and equipment. However, in the area of
drug abuse prevention and training, the
City of Richmond has a contract with relevant state agencies to provide drug-related services to all mem ers of the Richmond Regional Planning District. These
informal agreements with the planning
district's counties have brought the city
$45,000 based on a prorated formula.
The city's costs as a resu It of the arrangement total $14,000 and partly represent
in-kind services. The city also upon request admits patients from area counties
to its nursing home and bi lis the counties
for the costs incurred.
Richmond has been involved in a total
of twelve interlocal service agreements
with surrounding localities since fiscal
year 1974-75. (This figure excludes authorities, special districts, and commissions. 5 ) Of that total, six are for public
works and utilities, four for public safety,
5 R ichmond and Henrico County jointly operate Byrd Airport through the Airport Com-

mission. Henrico and Chesterfield counties also
have agreements with the Greater Richmond
Transit Company for bus services.

and two for public health. All of the
agreements in the area of publ ic works
and utilities are formal contracts; they
represent one-half of the interlocal service
agreements and account for the overwhelming majority of the reported total
costs ($2,578,275 or 97.8 percent). Henrico County has been the most diligent
participant in these interlocal arrangements, while Chesterfield County has
been more cautious in joining cooperative
ventures. Generally, interlocal cooperation between Richmond and surround ing
localities is extremely limited.
CONCLUSIONS

The limited data reported here suggest
that more and more localities are beginning to take advantage of the cost effectiveness and efficiency that accrue from
the collective approach to the provision
o many pub/-ic services. A IThoogh certain
stumbling blocks-e.g., annexation, a tradition of strong local government, and
fears of regionalism-have made localities
enter into interlocal service agreements
with caution, the desire to reap mutual
benefits as well as state and federal inducements have encouraged Virginia's localities to utilize these agreements as one
method of providing services. It should be
emphasized, however, that most of these
agreements occur in relatively non-controversial areas (sale of water and gas,
waste treatment and disposal). Although
the number of cooperative. ventures has
increased in recent years, there is little
reason to believe that localities in the
state have relied upon interlocal agreements as a viable alternative to annexation. Instead, intergovernmental cooperation has been limited to those service
areas least likely to generate political controversy.
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