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THE STUDY OF SMALL TOWNS IN VIRGINIA
By Byron Farwell
Mr. Farwell is the mayor of Hillsboro, Virginia. This
article is based on a larger study of small towns in
Virginia that the author undertook as the recipient of the
Wallerstein Fellowship, administered by the Virginia
Municipal League and the Institute of Government.

The small towns of Virginia are examples
of representative democracy at its purest
and best. They are municipalities whose rich
and poor, cultured and analphabets, black
and white, young and old live in close
proximity; people know each other. Such
towns are a rich and vibrant part of our
culture, a colorful warp in the political-social
fabric of American life. It seems a shame
deliberately to kill them, yet they have
already been condemned to death. This has
been done, I suspect, because so few know
anything about them.
Scholars and bureaucrats have paid
insufficient attention to small towns. They
have not even agreed on a definition. As a
result, misconceptions flourish, the worth
and importance of small towns has not been
appreciated, and their problems have
remained not only unsolved but also often
unperceived. This situation ought to be
corrected by detailed studies, but the need
for them has not been manifest and
consequently a methodology has not been
developed. The most widely used research
tool to date has been the survey, but it has
proved inadequate and the results obtained
are often misleading. This news letter
discusses the uses and the users of surveys;
it suggests a new approach to the study of
rural life; and it includes a plea for scholars
and responsible officials in the higher
reaches of our great bureaucracies 40 find
new and better ways to study the attitudes,
values, way of life, and problems of small
towns.
USES AND USERS OF SURVEYS

There is a belief, prevalent among many
academics and bureaucrats, that the more
sophisticated the scholarly techniques used,
the more accurate will be the conclusions. I

would like here to suggest that there is
occasionally madness in method; that the
use of elaborate and sophisticated research
tools does not automatically produce the
best of all possible answers to important
questions; that the method is not, after all,
the message; and that the process is not-or
ought not to be-the principal product of
scholarly research.
In February 1978, I attended a two-day
conference in Fredericksburg organized
and directed by the Virginia Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Services. That
department had made a study of rural
problems, and the purpose of the conference was to help elected rural officials cope
with them, or, in the words of the conference
director, "to find workable ways to strengthen the resource management and policymaking capabilities of rural government."
Unfortunately, not one of the problems
discovered by the Agriculture Department
were problems faced by my town.
I have now happily forgotten the details of
that study, but it was, of course, based upon
a survey. Perhaps the method used was
similar to that of Professor A. E. Luloff, who
conducted a survey of the residents of small
communities in western Pennsylvania to
determine how serious they perceived
certain local problems to be. l For his survey,

Professor Luloff, together with "key informants and others," drew up a list of "thirtysix local problems and issues" that, by
telephone, respondents were asked to rank
in importance.
The Virginia Agriculture Department
believed its survey had discovered all the
major rural problems; Professor Luloff and
his key informants assumed that they
already knew them. It is probably a safe
guess that the "key informants" were either
other academics or bureaucrats, for the list
of problems, ranging from "Need for Long
Range Planning" to "Lack of Community
Spirit" and "Race Relations," were problems
and issues in which many academics and
bureaucrats are keenly interested-but
small town folk much less so.
Surveys have their place. They are easy to
use; they are fun; and they can be useful.
But, as a recent report by the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) said, "Statistics based on
surveys of very small groups (in this case,
very small cities) are unreliable."2 This
particular report, a lengthy one based
almost entirely on a survey, demonstrated
this statement's validity. It also illustrated
how a good tool can be misused.

lA. E. Luloff, "Identifying the Locus for Action: What Local

Developmental Needs of Small Cities (Washington, D.C., 1979), p.

2U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development,
Residents Have to Say," 9 Small Town 11-14 (December 1978).
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The HUD report identified 10,713 rural
towns (called "nonmetropolitan small cities"3) with populations of less than 2,500
people and 140 towns with more than 25,000
but fewer than 50,000 people. For understandable reasons, the survey questionnaires on which the report was based were
sent to only 446, or a mere 4 percent, of the
smaller towns, but to all of the larger ones.
While sampling such a large universe is an
acceptable practice, it does introduce a
certain amount of error. Much more
troublesome is the fact that only 43 percent
of the sample of small towns bothered to
respond, compared to 68 percent of the
larger towns. It is a well-known fact that
considerable error is often introduced into
survey results due to important differences
in the willingness of people to complete and
returnrnail questionnaires. Apparently no
one considered or took into account the fact
that a relationship might exist between the
size of the town and the likelihood of
obtaining a response. Nevertheless, this
flawed survey was assumed to be meaningful, and HUD is at this moment using the
statistics it provided in its Small Cities
Program planning.
It is perhaps only fair to add that HUD also
consulted a number of interest groups
(though none with Virginia's interest at
heart) and some consultants (none from
Virginia), made case studies of forty-eight
cities and towns (none in Virginia), and held
seventeen "group meetings" (none with
Virginians). However, the HUD study did
include the Virginia towns of Branchville and
Dendron, two of the fifty-six incorporated
towns in the state with fewer than 500
inhabitants. (It is towns of this size that are
here called small towns.) For the past year I
have been wandering around Virginia
talking with elected officials and other
citizens in all of these small towns; therefore,
HUD's choice of Branchville and Dendron
was especially interesting to me. Both are
located in the southeastern part of the state,
and they are among the poorest in the
Commonwealth; neither could be considered typical of anything other than poor
small towns in southeastern Virginia. As far
as can be determined from the report, no
one from HUD actually visited any town in
Virginia. Yet such aspects of HUD's Small
Cities Program as pertain to Virginia will be
based upon this report.
PROBLEMS OF SMALL TOWNS

My own system for studying small towns
was different from that of the Virginia
Agriculture Department, Professor Luloff,
or the people at HUD. I used neither surveys
nor computer, and I did not formulate
hypotheses. Instead, tape recorder in hand,
3Cities, of course, are never referred to as nonrurallarge towns.
Language reflects attitudes, and the usage of the federal
bureaucracies reflects their strong urban orientation. In this
particular study, even the smallest towns are called cities, as
though to call them towns would be to denigrate them.

I simply asked one and all: "What are your
problems?" The full and frank answers I
received bore almost no relation to those
problems defined by Professor Luloff, those
discovered by the Agriculture Department,
or those uncovered by the bureaucrats at
HUD.
Financial difficulties, for example, were
high on the list of rural problems in both of
the first two studies. Yet only one elected
official in one Virginia small town identified a
shortage of municipal funds as one of his
town's serious problems. Financial difficulties are usually confined to the ill-managed
cities. (Hillsboro, Virginia, for example,
levies no taxes but has in its treasury enough
money to give $150 to every man, woman,
and child in town.) On Professor Luloff's list,
such problems as lack of public transportation, uS~ Qf illegal drugs, w~ter and air
pollution, inadequate housing, and the need
for long-range planning also ranked high. No
one, neither elected official nor concerned
citizen, ever mentioned a single one of these
to me. When I specifically inquired about
them (after all, could scholars and experts
be wrong?) there were shrugged shoulders.
Some allowed that a few of these issues were
sometimes problems, but none regarded
any of them as serious.
Bureaucratic interference and red tape
were frequently mentioned as major headaches by small town elected officials; coping
with growth was also frequently mentioned;
yet questions about such problems rarely
appear on surveys. Neither do questions
concerning the problem of dogs.
When I asked Alfred Tirelis, vice-mayor of
Alberta, about problems in his town, he
leaned over the counter of the post office,
where he is postmaster, and told me: "Dogs
are our main problem." Mayor Carroll
Marshall of Saxis said much the same thing:
"Dogs! That's our number one problem, and
it's impossible to solve." Catherine Bright, a
councilmember of Tom's Brook, exclaimed:
"Dogs are one of our biggest problems!
Really."
The main problem of Alberta, Saxis, and
Tom's Brook is also the principal problem of
many, perhaps most, towns. Dogs overturn
garbage cans, jump on pedestrians, wander
carelessly about the streets, urinate on
flower beds, defecate on lawns, bark in the
middle of the night, kill sheep, bite children,
and frighten salesmen and postmen. They
also give joy and comfort and tail-wagging
love to their owners, making two sides to
any discussion about what should be done
about them.
Neither President Carter nor the Congress of the United States is concerned with
the conflicts between pets and people or
between.people because of pets. Governors
and state legislators also keep aloof from
such concerns. Scholars ignore them.
However, even though some people feel that
small communities are particularly convenient places to dump unwanted cats and
dogs, pet problems are not confined to small
towns.

In 1975 a nationwide study conducted by
the National League of Cities discovered
that 60.7 percent of the mayors and 44.3
percent of the councilmembers named
"dogs and other pet control problems" as
the area in which they received the most
citizen complaints. As a source of citizen
concern, it ranked ahead of taxes, traffic,
sewers, crime, housing, and health care.
Although unnoticed by the previously
mentioned surveys, dogs are obviously a
major concern in many municipalities-and
it is not a small problem, nor one that will
soon go away. Dog control programs cost
nearly half a billion dollars annually. Of all
reported injuries and diseases, dog bites are
second only to gonorrhea. Perhaps the
problem deserves fewer snickers and more
study.
Surveys often go awry not only because
they fail to ask the right questions and often
ask the wrong ones but also because, all too
often, even when they address themselves
to the right issues, false assumptions are
made and wrongly worded questions are
asked. It is not surprising that less than half
of the towns under 2,500 bothered to
respond to HUD's questionnaire. To the
small town official, most of the questions
were irrelevant, superficial, or were, as
lawyers say, leading. For example, included
was a series of questions regarding the
"adequacy of facilities," in which small town
mayors were asked to assess the availability
in their municipalities of "business and
industrial sites suitable for development," of
"resources to attract economic development," and of "assistance to help secure and
manage federal programs." Implicit in this
series of questions was the notion that new
businesses and industries were both desired
and desirable, and that towns want, or ought
to want, federal funds. Such is certainly not
the case in all small towns. Some struggle to
stay small.
HUD's questions also clearly implied
recognition of the fact that federal programs
are so complex that experts are needed not
only to manage them, but even to apply for
them, as is indeed the case. It is implied, too,
that those who accept federal funds must
also accept bureaucratic control. Many
citizens of small towns in Virginia retain the
attitudes of those who in 1776 feared a
strong central government; these citizens
still believe in liberty, and they distrust
federal bureaucrats who would take it from
them. They are therefore afraid (with
reason, it seems) to take the federal dollar.
Professor Luloff in his survey also asked
whether people felt that law enforcement
was adequate in their communities and how
important this issue was to them. However,
he made no attempt to relate law enforcement to the prevalence of crime, to the
density of the population and its social
composition, to the type of law enforcement
available in an area, to the types of crimes
historically committed in the communities,
to existing law enforcement practices, to the
financial resources available, or most impor-
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tant of all, to the attitudes of smalltowners
toward crime, criminals, and law enforcement. Little information is available about
crime in rural settings, and at the federal
level there appears to be no recognition that
the urban approach to crime is not always
the best for peace officers in small communities. A look at crime in Virginia's small towns
and the way it is handled is illuminating.
While it is never a good idea to leave
houses and cars unlocked, many smalltowners do. A fisherman in Saxis told me
about his town: "You can leave your keys in
your car; you can leave your door open; and
you don't have to worry about somebody
knocking your head in."
Most town charters give municipalities
the right to appoint a constable-a town
sergeant, as he is generally called in
Virginia-but few small towns have or need
full-time policemen. Some have appointed
part-time sergeants. Most rely for protection
upon the county sheriff and the state police.
In Virginia, as elsewhere, there is a strong
correlation between density of population
and crime. The eleven most populous
political jurisdictions in the state contain 42
percent of the population but account for 60
percent of all crime. Fairfax County, with
1,315 people per square mile, has a crime
rate (offenses known to police) of 46 per
1,000; adjoining Loudoun County, with only
101 people per square mile, has a crime rate
of only 20 per 1,000; and in Highland
County, where people are scarcer than deer
and there are but 6 people per square mile,
the crime rate is a mere 7 per 1,000.
Togetherness is dangerous.
Most of the difficulties in attempting to
obtain accurate and meaningful information
about crime (or other phenomena) in small
towns and rural areas seems to lie in the
ignorance of the questioners. It is too often
forgotten that a considerable amount of
knowledge is usually required in order to ask
intelligent questions. This is particularly true
of surveys, where there can be no instant
give-and-take of question and response, and
additional questions cannot be formulated
on the basis of answers.
The ease with which a scholar with a
survey might go wrong can be illustrated by
imagining a study of the overcrowded
conditions in Virginia's prisons in which the
capacity of all town and county jails as well is
to be considered. One might imagine that
the simple question "Do you have a jail in
your town (county)?" would elicit meaningful information. But the answer to that
question might be yes or no, and either
could be right or wrong. A respondent to the
survey question might answer "yes" because a jail physically exists, or "no"
because in some small towns and counties
the jail in fact is unused. Either answer would
be correct, and neither would be helpful.
Both Surry and Branchville have jails that
are no longer in use. The only small town in
Virginia with a municipal jail in working
order is Haysi. It boasts an impressive eightjail establishment that looks as if it were

part of a federal maximum security prison,
but it is seldom used. Although on July 1,
1979, the state released 399 prisoners on
parole-not because they were deserving,
but simply "to ease overcrowding"4-the
facilities at Haysi remained empty. (Admittedly, placing state prisoners in small town
jails might pose troublesome problems of
finance, security, and so on.)
SMALL TOWNS AND THE
BUREAUCRACIES

Neither the U.S. Bureau of the Census
(perhaps the world's largest user of surveys)
nor any other agency of the federal government analyzes data on small towns. The
Census Bureau collects valuable information on them but, in a sense, tosses it away
by refusing to use it. All information on
towns of less than 2,500 inhabitants is
heaped together and is considered as
though towns of 125 people are the same as,
and have the same values and problems as,
towns twenty times larger. Also, the Census
Bureau is not skilled at guessing what is
happening to small towns. Its latest estimations of the populations of the fifty-six small
towns in Virginia are surely incorrect,
probably by as much as 10 percent in most
cases. Consequently, there is a dearth of
basic information on towns with fewer than
500 people, in spite of the fact that the
problems of these towns are significantly
different from those of towns with more than
500 inhabitants. The 500 figure is, in fact, a
watershed number, for it is when towns
grow to this size that they first encounter
urban-type problems with which they are illequipped to cope, and it is then that they
frequently experience serious crises. Yet
not a single agency of the federal or state
government concerns itself with the special
problems of small towns.
As perhaps few city-dwellers realize, most
of the 80 million people who live in rural
America are not farmers. Thus, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture is preoccupied
with the business of farming, an industry,
and is not concerned with the problems of
most rural people. The Department of
Housing and Urban Development is, almost
by definition, a force working against small
towns, for development is what many small
towns are fighting against. It is not development, but preservation, that most small
towns desire.
The belief in growth, the conviction that
bigger is better, is so ingrained in most
bureaucrats that often they cannot even
imagine a small town economy that is based
on simply maintaining a steady flow of
business. Walter Heller, former chairman of
the President's Council of Economic Advisors, once made this clear when he said: "I
cannot conceive of a successful economy
without growth." The curious belief that
bigger communities are better than smaller

ones is not new in this country. In 1929 the
author Sinclair Lewis spoke of this
American mania . . . which considers a
town of 4,000 twice as good as a town of
2,000.... Following that reasoning,
one would get to the charming paradox
that Chicago would be ten times better
than the entire state of Vermont. But I
have been in Chicago and have not
found it so.
Unlike cities, small towns have no
protectors and little political influence. In
Virginia, the State Corporation Commission, designed to protect consumers from
the rapacity of public utilities, will not lift a
finger to help a small town fight the
unreasonable demands of a giant utility, for
the relationship between a town and a public
utility is unregulated, and the actions of, say,
the Virginia Electric and Power Company
(Vepco) in its dealings with a municipality
are completely uncontrolled by the state. As
most public utilities are monopolies in the
areas in which they operate, the companies'
directors are free to provide or to withhold
services as it suits them, and to charge
municipalities whatever rates please them. 5
State and federal governments both seem
to have a strong desire either to ignore
completely the existence of small towns or,
when they are noticed, to regard them as a
dread blight. In Virginia the distaste for small
towns is such that the state's latest (1971)
constitution actually forbids their incorporation (Article VII, Section 1). To become an
incorporated town today, a community
must have "within defined boundaries a
population of 1,000 or more." The General
Assembly may increase this population
minimum, but no provision exists for
decreasing it. Thus, as existing incorporated
small towns grow larger-and six small
towns have grown larger than 500 since the
new constitution became effective-the
number of small towns decreases; and it is
probable, almost inevitable, that all the
incorporated small towns of Virginia will
disappear.
Yet small towns ought not to be allowed to
sink without a trace. It is appalling that those
who ought to be experts have failed to
develop a methodology for describing and
explaining what is taking place in rural
America, and it is frightening that those
responsible for formulating policies affecting
rural communities possess so little understanding of their problems, values, and way
of life. The federal bureaucracies may have
failed to develop methods for studying small
towns because they have not the slightest

5The Virginia Municipal League negotiates electric power rates
that it recommends to its members, and these are always
accepted. The power companies then demand that all nonmember municipalities pay the same rates. The small towns that
are not League members are not directly represented in the
League's negotiations with the power companies but are forced to
live with the outcome since the utilities refuse to negotiate different

40 ne of the released prisoners was re-arrested the same day.

rates with non-member municipalities.
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intention of ever doing so. In early December of last year, President Carter stated
his determination to see that those in the
federal government "make sure that there is
a full partnership between Washington and
the rest of the country in meeting the needs
of small towns and rural America." Determined he may have been, but the bureaucracies have made no visible movement in that
direction.
Responding to a report critical of HUD's
efforts to help small rural communities,
Patricia Harris, then secretary of HUD, said:
"HUD's history of help to these needy
areas . . . is not one we can be proud of. I
want to assure all Americans living in these
small communities that my administration
has already undertaken programs to give
them the help they need." Let us hope that
no Virginian was assured by her statement
fer, xcept for Duffield and Clinchport, no
small town is even aware of the existence of
her programs.
When, in 1977, wind and water destroyed
most of the homes in Clinchport (1970 pop.
286), HUD and the Appalachian Regional
Commission decided to help the stormstruck, homeless people there by building a
new town-they call it "a planned unit
development"-a few miles from Duffield
(the smallest incorporated town in Virginia)
on Route 421. It is called Thomas Village.
The federal government paid stricken
homeowners an average of $13,000 for their
lost possessions plus $15,000 for relocation
expenses. The anticipation was that the
homeless families would resettle in Thomas
Village. Homes there cost as much as
$65,000, however, and few can afford them.
In addition, people from Clinchport who do
move there will no longer be able to govern
themselves through an elected mayor and
council (a matter of no concern whatever to
the bureaucrats), and the government has

placed numerous restrictions on what
inhabitants of their new unincorporated
town can and cannot do. At last report, only
ten of the sixty-eight relocated families from
ravaged Clinchport had chosen to live in the
government village, and this included a
widow who bought the government's prototype house for $35,000 and one man who
rejected the government's recommended
houses and built his own.
The federal bureaucracies' lack of concern for the people who live in small towns is
almost total. When I attempted to discuss
small town problems with HUD, thensecretary Patricia Harris could not be
bothered. Donna Shalala, HUD's assistant
secretary for policy development and
research, informed me quite bluntly that
HUD has no policies for small towns and
undertakes no studies of them because "the
value systems in communities of 500 people
or less are too narrow for our particular
needs." Interestingly, a report recently
published by Ms. Shalala's office giving the
results of a HUD-sponsored conference on
"Financial Management Needs of Local
Government" stated that the participants
thought "the federal government has a bias
against small communities, supposedly
because of a (perceived) lack of expertise in
these jurisdictions." Indeed, among the
federal programs being reduced or eliminated in the 1980 budget are rural community
programs, rural development planning, rural
community fire protection, and several
Farmers Home Administration programs.
The Christian Science Monitor recently
(June 11-15, 1979) ran a series of articles on
the problems of rural growth, and its
reporters were shocked by the ignorance of
the bureaucrats. Many of the experts in
Washington to whom the reporters spoke
were not even aware that rural growth is a
problem: "The Monitor found widespread

unfamiliarity, both among private and
federal rural experts, concerning the new
rural growth trend and the extent of the
problems involved." Considering the lack of
interest on the part of the federal bureaucracies and their failure to develop a methodology for studying rural areas, the ignorance of
the putative rural experts is hardly surprising.
When President Carter wanted to learn
about small town problems, he discovered
that his federal departments knew little
about rural America and did not know how
to learn more. He therefore bypassed his
bureaucracies and in 1978 initiated a series
of rural development studies that included
talks with a few mayors and a few visits by
White House staff members to some small
towns. Complete results have not yet been
published, but indications are that the study
will not make the necessary distinctions that
would enable scholars, planners, politicians,
and bureaucrats to discover and help the
under-SOO towns-even if they should
suddenly feel the desire to do so.
CONCLUSION

Admittedly, it is neither easy nor inexpensive to reach these widely dispersed small
town citizens and to discuss their needs. It is
clear, however, that surveys alone will not
do. They are blunt instruments for dissecting such complex and diverse subjects as
small American towns. Perhaps personal
interviews with smalltowners are not the
only way small towns are to be understood
and their problems defined, but it would not
be out of place to suggest that, as a rule of
thumb, the smaller the subject groups of a
study and the more widely dispersed they
are, the more intimate must be the research
methods. In any case, a touch of humanity is
not inconsistent with sound research.

Errata: In the September 1979 issue of the news letter, the figures for the 1978-80 budget (p.1, col.2) should be $9.35 billion (not million) for the biennum, $1.86
billion (not million) above the adjusted 1976-78 figure.
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