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The author is former chairman (1974-76)
and newly appointed director of the Thomas
Jefferson Planning District Commission, as
well as former mayor of the City of Charlottesville (1976-78).
In 1966 Virginia's Governor Mills E. Godwin, concerned about areawide problems
such as pollution, transportation, social inequities, and the increasing fragmentation of
governmental response, asked the state legislature to create the the Metropolitan Areas
Study Commission (called the Hahn Commission, after its chairman) to study these
problems and recommend solutions. The commission was created in 1967 and one year
later submitted proposals for the establishment of planning districts and service districts
throughout the Commonwealth.
Following up 0 the Hahn Commission's
recommendations, the 1968 session of the
General Assembly passed enabling legislation
titled "The Virginia Area Development Act,"
which provided for the establishment of planning districts and service districts. Purposes
of the legislation i cluded: (1) fostering constructive growth and efficient administration
within the governmental framework, (2) providing a means of articulating community
needs, (3) fostering the use of planning, (4)
making possible the creation of a new governmental unit capable of areawide service
delivery, and (5) deterring fragmentation.
The State Division of Planning was
charged with drawing up the planning district
boundaries. Using population and community of interest as criteria, the division created

twenty-two planning districts, covering every
jurisdiction in the state. By law, each planning
district was to be governed by a commission,
51 percent of whose members were to be local
elected officials appointed by their governing
bodies and the remaining 49 percent, citizens
of the member jurisdictions. The distribution
of representation was to be determined by
the participating localities.
The Hahn Commission, in making its recommendations, had expected planning district commissions to provide both a forum
for review of metropolitan problems and,
through area planning, a basis for solutions.
Planning districts were charged with regional
planning and were envisioned as the first step

in the formulation of a regional unit of
government, the service district, which would
perform governmental functions and provide
services on a regional basis. Members of the
Hahn Commission, however, realistically saw
the evolution of planning districts to service
districts as possible, but not probable, due
to the requirement for a successful referendum in each locality.
Fifteen years have now passed since planning district commissions (PDCs) came into
existence throughout Virginia, the last one
having been formed in 1972. All but two local
governments are members of a PDC (Winchester and Frederick County do not participate in the Lord Fairfax Planning District

CALENDAR OF UPCOMING EVENTS
July 20: Cornerstone Seminar on "Effective Councils Mean Effective Government" at
the Norfolk Omni Hotel from 4 p.m.- 8:30 p.m. (dinner is included). This seminar for
elected and appointed local officials will focus on ways to handle conflict, maintain effective
communication, and set goals in ways that will help officials deal with special interest
groups, manage conflict between council and staff, and keep meetings from getting out
of hand. Cornerstone Seminars are cosponsored by the Institute of Government and
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July 21-August I: Senior Executive Institute, University of Virginia, Charlottesville. This
intensive two-week training program is for local government managers and others in
senior-level management positions, both in the public sector and in those private-sector
organizations that work with local governments. Course topics emphasize management
styles, leadership and motivational strategies, marketing and entrepreneurship, and tapping
creativity. An optional weekend outward bound experience is also offered. The SEI is
sponsored by the Institute of Government; for more information, call Russ Linden at
(804) 924-3396.
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Commissions). The planning district commissions have developed areawide plans, provided local planning assistance, and reviewed
federal grant requests. None has evolved into
a service district; only two (Leniwisco and
Mt. Rogers) have limited service delivery
capability. The Governor's Commission on
Virginia's Future notes in its 1984 report that
the potential of planning district commissions
has yet to be realized.
This News Letter attempts to evaluate the
success of planning districts in meeting their
original purposes, and to see what changes
in their operations and activities have occurred over the past fIfteen years. To get
information for this article, questionnaires
were sent in June 1985 to all twenty-two
planning district directors, with responses
from sixteen, or 72 percent. Indepth interviews were also conducted with directors in
four of the eight metropolitan planning districts: Northern Virginia, Richmond Regional, Central Virginia (Lynchburg), and the
Fifth (Roanoke). Two of those interviewed
had not responded to the mail survey. 1
Additional information came from interviews with state officials; a review of planning
district programs and budgets over the past
fIfteen years; surveys conducted by a professor
at Virginia Commonwealth University and by
the Rural Planning Caucus; and data from
the Virginia Department of Housing and
Community Development.

SHIFTS IN FUNDING PATTERNS
Planning district commissions were set up
to receive funding from three sources: local,
state, and federal governments. The original
legislation provided a 20 cents per capita
contribution from the state, with a guaranteed
minimum of $10,000. Localities provided a
per capita match based on the state level of
-funding: The bulk of the money for most
PDCs came from federal grants. In the late
1960s and early 70s, many federal programs
were enacted that required regional plans.
HUn "701" funds for general regional planning were available, and additional funds
financed the planning necessary to establish
many specifically focused programs in the
areas of water and waste water, transportation, and social services.
An adequate flow of funding has been a
continuous problem for most planning districts. Having no power to raise their own
revenues, they are subject to forces beyond
their control on all three levels of government.
Table 1 shows some of the changes in funding
sources and amounts that the planning district
commissions have experienced over the past
ten years. As that table shows, the total
funding for all commissions has decreased
by about $1 million, or almost 13 percent,
and the relative distribution of funding sources has changed substantially.
I Metropolitan planning districts were chosen for the interviews
in part because metropolitan areas were the original focus of the
Hahn Commission.

Table 1
Federal, State, and Local Funds
as a Percent of All Commissions' Budgets,
for Fiscal Years 1976, 1980, & 1985
Fiscal Year
1976
1980
1985

Amount
(in millions)

Federal

State

Local

$ 7.9
6.2
6.9

73%
57
39

11%
17
20

16%
23
39 a

SOURCE: Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development, Office of Policy
Analysis and Research, The Financial Status of Virginia s Planning District
Commission Program (Richmond, 1980), p. 8.
NOTE:

a

The percentages under state funds represent the direct state grant to PDCs,
as set out in the Code of Virginia. Revenues from various state agencies equaled
3% of PDCs' budgets in 1979 and 1980.

Of this amount, 24% represents local per capita support, while 16% comes from funding
for special projects reqnested by localities.

Federal funding levels have dropped dramatically, both in total dollars and in proportion to other sources. As Table 1 shows,
federal dollars made up 73 percent of all
commissions' budgets in 1976, but the proportion had dropped to only 39 percent of
the total in 1985. These cuts have resulted
largely from the shifts of responsibility from
the federal to the state and local government
levels brought about by the "New Federalism."
In 1982 Nelson Wikstrom, a professor of
political science at Virginia Commonwealth
University, conducted a survey to assess the
impact of this "New Federalism" on the
planning district commissions. He found that
seventeen directors felt the cuts in federal
funding had either "diminished" or "greatly
diminished" the ability of their commissions
to carry out its mission. One-half of the
twenty-two respondents had reduced program activities, decreased staff, reduced program scope, and sought new funding sources. 2
The planning districts surveyed for this
study corroborated these findings. At the
same time, those planning district directors
interviewed, having had three years of experience with the decreased funding levels,
were unanimous in their opinion that the
changes resulting from the cutbacks have
been for the good (even though they would
like to be able to tap more funds). Planning
districts are no longer "whipping boys for the
feds" and increasingly function as arms of
local government, making the workload more
meaningful.
Local funding for the planning districts,
which has increased by about 23 percent over
the past ten years, has occurred most significantly in the area of special contracts and
programs. These projects, which often result
from research and studies done by a planning
Nelson Wikstrom, "The Impact of the 'New Federalism' on
Planning District Commissions in Virginia," to be published.

2

district as requested by local governments,
have occurred in areas like economic development, transportation, and special studies.
In addition to contracting for specific services, many localities have raised their per
capita contributions. In 1985 the Department
of Housing and Community Development
reported that local per capita contributions
ranged from 20 cents to 75 cents per capita,
with a mean contribution of 37 cents and
a median contribution of 30 cents. This
compares to the localities' 20 cents per capita
matching contribution with which the planning districts began their experience.
The funding patterns for planning districts
may undergo even more changes as a result
of legislation passed by the 1985 General
Assembly. That legislation changed the funding mechanism for planning districts by removing the guaranteed per capita and minimum
funding levels of the Area Development Act
and incorporating the funding process into
the budget bill. The change was purported
to be a housekeeping measure, reflecting the
way that the level of state funding was actually
determined; since the budget bill supersedes
any other bill or law, the minimum funding
levels had not been binding. The act now
reads that planning district commissions will
be funded by the Department of Housing and
Community Development according to available funds, upon submission of their budgets
to the governor and the department.
Those planning district directors responding to our 1985 mail survey were evenly
divided on the question of whether this
change could damage planning district funding. Understandably, those in smaller planning districts are more concerned than others
because funding is no longer protected by
a guaranteed minimum. Many directors of
less populated districts also expressed this
concern about funding at a recent statewide
meeting of directors. In the less populated
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interlocking staffing patterns, and does occur
on a regional rather than local basis, it is
still going on.
As stated earlier, the evolution from planning districts to service districts was to have
accomplished the objective of decreasing fragmentation. In practice, however, service districts have never been seen as a feasible
alternative. Therefore, as regional planning
activities exposed needs that demanded a
program response, single-purpose agencies
have been established to meet those needs.
Fragmentation has increased because, under
the law, planning district commissions had
no other course to take.
In 1983 the Commission on Virginia's
Future, created by Governor Robb, included
among its recommendations a proposal to
change local boundaries to provide more
efficient service delivery. 8 In response to a
question about PDC involvement in such
changes, planning district directors interviewed suggested that PDCs could serve as
both an information source and a neutral
forum for boundary change discussions. Several suggested that planning districts could
provide an alternative to boundary changes,
if granted powers to implement programs.
Arguments for boundary change often center on service delivery boundaries. Some
believe government and service boundaries
should match. In all likelihood this will never
happen. Service boundaries are clientoriented and differ for every service. Even if
they were coterminous, larger jurisdictions
don't seem to be better off in a number of
ways. Decreased accessibility and accountability to citizens, burgeoning bureaucracies,
and decreased responsiveness are common
results of increased size. While the larger unit
may look neater and more efficient from the
top down, from the bottom it often looks
overwhelming, exemplifying the adage, "the
way it looks' depends on where you sit."
Concepts such as centralized administrative
functions and contracted services by PDCs
await exploration. As we seek such efficiencies, however, we must not lose sight of the
fact that service agencies exist to serve people
in the most effective and efficient manner
possible.They do not exist to provide models
of efficiency that merely happen to serve
people. Balancing the effectiveness and efficiencies of service delivery systems and agencies will always be a push-pull exercise.
Dnder the recent amendment to the Area
Development Act, planning districts could
provide the structure for coordinated comprehensive regional service delivery. For instance, they could provide the services directly, acting as a regional human service
delivery system or a regional economic development arm of local government.
Take economic development as an example. By bringing an economic development
program under the planning district, all related activities could be coordinated to
Governor's Commission on Virginia's Future, Toward a New
Dominion: Choices for Virginians, vol. 2 (Charlottesville, 1984),
p.72.

8

achieve an integrated approach-and one
that, most importantly, would be given policy
guidance by local elected officials who serve
on the PDC. Policy information would flow
in both directions, and various programs
could be more effectively interwoven. For
instance, available labor force is an important
factor in industry location, and job training
and technical education can expand the labor
force. To the individual benefiting from job
training, transportation to the job sight is
often the limiting factor in obtaining and
keeping a job. Coordinating economic development with all these other activities might
provide the impetus to a company's decision
to locate in a given area.
Efficiencies in administrative functions also
might be attainable through a more consolidated approach. Savings in administrative
costs could free up or at least protect monies
for direct services. This is worth exploring
in the light of diminishing federal funding.
A consolidated service delivery system is
not without drawbacks. The approach might
make services seem less accessible to a client
because of the sheer size of an agency or its
centralized location. Smaller-scale delivery
encourages a more "personal" feeling for the
client. In addition, individual agencies must
compete for existing funds and clientele, and
this competition may create a marketplace
similar to that in private industry. Such a
marketplace keeps a private business operating at efficient and responsive levels; perhaps it has the same effect on competing
nonprofit agencies.
The consolidated approach might also inhibit entrepreneurial service delivery systems.
A large, hierarchial system is less able to
experiment with new ways to deliver services.
For example, volunteers are frequently suggested as a means to expand delivery. But
volunteer service often depends on the volunteers' feeling that they are an important
part of the program, something that might
be lost in a large system.
All of the usual big versus small arguments
could be applied. These possibilities are worth
exploring and weighing in developing the
future role of PDCs.

PDCs AND LOCAL
GOVERNMENTS
One needs to know how planning districts
are viewed by their localities to complete this
picture. One good indicator is a statewide
survey of ninety-two county administrators
conducted by the Rural Planning Caucus of
Virginia in 1982. That survey's findings included: (1) 84 percent of the respondents use
planning district assistance, with supplementary planning assistance primarily in the areas
of transportation planning and environmental impact assessments; (2) smaller jurisdictions make greater use of planning district
staffs than do large ones; and (3) localities

would like more technical assistance, computerized information serVices, research support, and mapping services. 9
Overall, planning district commissions received a favorable review from the county
administrators."Respondents were supportive
of increased planning district funding and a
relaxing of the "Dillon Rule," which would
give planning districts more flexibility in
dealing with local planning issues and providing more than just planning support to
localities. This survey of county administrators is encouraging for the future; having local
government staffs express confidence in and
support of the work of planning districts
acknowledges their contributions and confirms the value of their existence to localities.
Without such support, planning districts
would die on the vine.
A valuable, but overlooked and often overloaded, aspect of planning district commissions is the ability to serve as a neutral forum
where elected officials can discuss mutual and
areawide problems. An appreciation for the
problems of different areas is gained; officials
learn from one another. Prior to the establishment of the planning district commissions,
many local officials of neighboring jurisdictions had never met. If they had, it was to
iron out a specific, usually thorny, politically
tinged issue. Such meetings are not likely to
lead to the level of cooperation necessary to
address areawide problems.
In providing this neutral forum, planning
districts meet one of the objectives articulated
by the Hahn Commission. All of the people
interviewed for both the survey and background information agreed this was one of
the PDCs' most important features. This view
also illustrates the fact that many of the
benefits of planning districts are not quantifiable and may often be apparent only in
the future.

PDCs AND STATE GOVERNMENT
Planning district commissions, being neither state nor local, see themselves as resources for the state as well as the localities. Each
session the General Assembly initiates various
studies, and 80 percent of the respondents
to our mail survey desire participation by the
planning districts in these studies, which in
the past have covered topics as varied as
hazardous waste, housing codes, and the
planning district commissions themselves. Discussions with state-level administrators about
this idea reveal a desire on the state agencies'
part to use planning districts, on the one hand,
and the desire to control a study and have
uniformity of data, on the other. Cost is an
additional factor; because most planning districts are no longer well staffed, they would

Rural Planning Caucus of Virginia, "The Role of Planning
District Commissions in Rural Virginia" (October 1982), unpublished, on file at Virginia Department of Housing and Community
Development. A similar survey of Virginia city and town managers
would be equally useful.

9
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mechanism in a complex, highly pluralistic
social region may not only be undesirable
but infeasible."
It is interesting to note the role of the
planning districts in establishing these nonprofit agencies. The regional plans that most
PDCs had completed by 1976 identified areawide needs for services, and often singlepurpose agencies were created to meet these
needs. The author's own experience as a
commissioner and chairman was that available federal funds, combined with the commission's desire not to have regional plans
gather dust on the shelf, helped to increase
the number of single-purpose units of government or agencies. Our survey supports this
observation. Of the nonprofit agencies reported, planning district commissions had
assisted with or initiated the development of
at least one-third of them. (The possibility
of overlap in the response makes the figure
somewhat imprecise.) Another third were
developed in response to grant initiatives or
were required by regulation; the federal government often would require coordination
and a single-purpose agency in the same
breath.
Three of the four directors interviewed were
using nonprofit corporations and one was
using an agency created under the Joint
Exercise of Powers Act to implement requested regional programs. In Charlottesville
and Albemarle County, as another example,
needed services for the aging identified by
the PDC's regional plan had no apparent
home. Thus, a plan was proposed to provide
aging services through a single-purpose
agency established under the Joint Exercise
of Powers Act, and the planning district
commission took an active role in securing
the agreement from the member localities.
Extensive-use of nonprofit corporations to
provide service delivery is now going on
throughout the state, most particularly in
economic development. And as the number
of nonprofit agencies has increased over the
past ten years, so has the implementation
assistance provided by the PDCs. Table 2
shows that the amount of time planning
district commissions spend on implementation assistance has risen by about 9.6 percent
since 1976. Some loosely interpret "technical
assistance" to include the provision of programs such as ride-sharing.
In addition, much of what is listed in Table
2 under "other" could be considered implementation or technical assistance. Planning
districts responding to our survey reported
giving staff or technical assistance to over onehalf of the regional single-purpose service
delivery agencies. Activities such as economic
development, grant administration, policy
analysis, retail services, and operations are
consuming increasing amounts of the planning district staffs' time.
Part of the interviews with the four directors focused on clarifying further the terms
"general management" and "technical assistance. " The directors' comments revealed that

commission staff and agency staff are often
one and the- same. For instance, a nonprofit
economic development corporation may have
the director or a staff member of the PDC
functioning as its corporation director. This
pattern may be repeated with other staff
positions. In one of the larger PDCs several
assistant directors serve as directors of nonprofit corporations; thus, a staff meeting is
a coordinating session! This governmental
"structure," while not covered by any existing
theoretical concept, could be described as
"tentacular," with the core of the planning
district reaching its coordinating and supporting arms out to many single-purpose agencies,
resulting in paper fragmentation with actual
coordination.
The question of whether these activities
were legally permissible under the Virginia
Area Development Act was raised several
times in past years. Responding to one inquiry, then-Attorney General Gerald Baliles
advised in 1985 that such staffing was not
permitted under existing law. Citing section
15.l-1405(a) of the Virginia Code, which
states, "It shall not be the duty of the commission to perform the functions necessary
to implement the plans and policies established by it or to furnish governmental services to the districts," he found that "the
proposed contract with the two entities [both
nonprofit agencies] to provide management
and technical assistance goes beyond the
authority conferred upon planning district
commissions by the Virginia Area Development Act.''3
As a result of this 1985 Attorney General's
Opinion, the planning districts sought a
change in the law, and the 1986 General
Assembly amended the Area Development
Act to give planning districts greater flexibility in providing technical and administrative assistance as requested by local governments, as long as the planning district elects
to do so. (Many believed planning districts
had already been legally able to do so.)
Planning districts are not obligated to implement programs identified through the planning process; this nonobligatory clause protects a planning district from having imposed
on it program activities that it is unable to
handle. Planning districts may create and staff
nonprofit corporations like economic development corporations, manage grants as many
have done under the Community Development Block Grants program, or assume direct
program responsibility.

The fragmentation of governmental
units and powers is one of the most
difficult problems facing metropolitan
areas throughout the nation and often
results in expensive duplication of services and facilities, uneconomical operating levels, and problems of coordination. Such fragmentation is
encouraged in Virginia's metropolitan
areas through the creation of special
districts.... 4
Then in 1972 the Governor's Ad Hoc
Committee wrote:
The approach most frequently employed [in meeting areawide problems]
is the single purpose public authority.
The proliferation of single-purpose authorities is a problem in itself. In the
major urban areas, the lack of coordination and duplication of effort are
costly and detrimental to-the provisiCtn - of adequate service. 5
A 1975 study by the House of Delegates
Committee on Counties, Cities, and Towns
reported a need to reevaluate ways to implement regional service:
... it became clear during the course
of this study [of PDCs] that existing
and innovative means for regional service implementation need to be thoroughly researched. Service district
commissions . . . are not likely to be
organized by local governments. Special purpose authorities are still a primary recourse for local governments
seeking to provide service jointly.6
Most recently a 1980 staff report of the
Department of Housing and Community
Development staff report states, "because no
service district commissions have been
formed, the proliferation of special districts,
nonprofit associations, and other single-purpose agencies trying to meet area public
service needs has continued."7
Nonprofit agencies seem to be increasing
yearly. hese agencies act independently of
local government, they are not part of local
government program planning, and they fragment service delivery, from programs for the
aging to economic development. While the
fragmentation is somewhat mitigated by the

Metropolitan Areas Study Commission, Governing the Virginia
Metropolitan Areas: An Assessment (Richmond: Division of
Planning, May 1967), p. 12.

4

FRAGMENTATION OF
GOVERNMENTS
A frequently voiced state concern has been
that of fragmentation of governments. Virginia has been unable to come to grips with
this issue. The Hahn Commission reported
in 1968:

Governor's Ad Hoc Committee to Review the Virginia Area
Development Act, Report (Richmond, Dec. 21, 1972), p. 4.

5

Virginia General Assembly, House of Delegates, Counties, Cities,
and Towns Committee, Report on the Virginia Area Development
Act, House Document 22 (Richmond, 1975), p. 6.

6

Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development,
Financial Status of Virginia s Planning District Commissions
(Richmond, 1980), p. 3.
7

Opinion of the Attorney General to the Honorable Geraldine
R. Keyes, County Attorney for Accomack County, June 6, 1985.

3

--
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districts, the basic grant is not adequate for
a staff of more than one or two. On the
positive side, many smaller districts provide
basic planning assistance that rural areas
cannot support n their own. Those areas
that need help with planning but cannot
afford or require full-time staff may be willing
to continue support of their planning district
commissions because such support is a less
expensive alternative. to acquiring professional planning.
None of the four urban-area directors interviewed were pessimistic about future funding. The large populations in these metropolitan planning districts assure them of
adequate support in the form of per capita
grants from the state and local governments.
Despite the fact that staffs have been cut in
half, the present support was deemed to be
enough to carry out respectable programs.
They believed th present work output was
important enough to local governments to
warrant continued support.
Mid-size commissions may face the greatest
funding challenge. Many of them cover areas
in which more than one member jurisdiction
has its own planning department. These local
planning departments may either not need
or not want additional help from the PDC.
In some cases, new agencies may even have
been established to maintain the localities'
independence from regional PDC staff, rather
than taking advantage of the existence of such
staff. The extent of such territorialism has
not been quantified, but it would be surprising
if none existed.

CHANGES IN ACTIVITIES
AND FOCUS
The changes in funding amounts and
source distribution have programmatic implications for today's planning districts. When
directors were as ed to estimate the percent
of time spent on various activities ten years
ago (1976), five years ago (1980), and at
present (1985), most indicated a change in
focus, as can be seen in Table 2.
Ten years ago regional and local planning
absorbed most of a planning district commission's time. Five years ago this was still
true, except the focus had shifted from regional to local planning. Over the ten-year
period, however, regional planning has shown
the greatest downward trend, with thr
amount of time spent on it dropping from
26.5 percent to 14.1 percent. This shift reflects
the fact that funding for regional plans diminished and those regional plans underway
were completed.
Regional plans were developed in part
because of the need for a framework within
which federal grants would be reviewed. The
Office of Management and Bud~et Circular

Table 2
Percentage of time spent by commissions on
.various activities over ten-year period, 1976-1985
Activity
Local Planning
Regional Planning
Grant preparation
assistance
Grant review (A-95)
Implementation assistance
Coordination of other
multijurisdictional
agencies
Seeking PDC funding
Othera

5 years ago
(1980)

Present
(1985)

23.1%
26.5

26.5%
21.5

22.2%
14.1

11.5
6.9
3.3

10.8
4.5
7.0

11.7
2.3
12.9

4.8
3.4
12.8

5.4
3.2
10.6

5.9
4.9
16.1

10 years ago
(1976)

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from results of a 1985 mail survey of all planning
district commissions.
a

The "other" category includes Research! Policy Analysisj Information Services, Student
Supervision, Operations, Administration of Community Block Development Grants,
Economic Development, and Retail Services.

A-95, which required review and comment
on federal programs by a designated areawide
clearinghouse, was issued at the same time
Virginia's planning districts were established.
Planning district commissions fit perfectly the
federal requirements that the clearinghouse
be a responsible planning agency capable of
comprehensive areawide planning and coordination.
The A-95 review process was intended to
create a climate for intergovernmental cooperation in which coordination was more likely
to come about. Coordination was an anticipated spinoff of the increased communication taking place through A-95 review. Nine
years later, however, in 1977, the Advisory
Conlmittee on Intergovernmental Relations
noted A-95 was difficult to implement and
was viewed by many to be a paper-pushing
activity. The circular was rescinded in July
1982, and the time spent on review dropped
accordingly.
Presently each state has its own form of
review, a process that many consider a waste
of time. Localities resent the fact that the
federal government approves program grants
over the objection of local governmentsparticularly in the area of social programs,
which are often instituted by nongovernmental agencies not sanctioned by the local government. This occurrence has diminished,
however, with the decreased funding by the
federal government.
The percentage of time that PDCs spend
on coordination, general administration, and
searching for funds has remained relatively
stable over the past ten years. Given the
decrease in federal funding, one might have
expected the time expended on seeking funds
to have risen considerably. Instead, planning
districts have cut back staff to reflect the lower
funding levels. Today most PDCs have half
the staff they had in the early 1970s. It is

amazing that both the PDCs and other agencies, having fallen victim to funding cuts over
the past six years, have chosen a cutback
strategy instead of developing support for
restoration of lost funds. Cutbacks have been
effected so quietly that many have gone
unnoticed by persons not served by a particular program.
The time that planning district commissions spend working with single-purpose and
multi-purpose agencies to achieve coordination has remained constant, at around 5 to
6 percent of the total. Planning districts
responding to our mail survey reported the
existence of over 138 of these single-purpose
and 20 multi-purpose agencies (one respondent simply said "many"). Most of them provide service delivery; while the exact services
delivered were not enumerated in the survey
responses, a review of work programs submitted to the Department of Housing and
Community Development indicates that they
include services to the aged, ride sharing,
community action, and job training.
The existence of so many single-purpose
agencies suggests a need for coordination.
Ironically, most directors (62.5 percent of
those responding) reported no formal coordinating mechanism in place. The planning
district itself was viewed as a formal coordinating mechanism by only four directors.
Perhaps this is due to the advisory role of
the commissions. Of the many other mechanisms that could be used for coordination,
the most frequently mentioned was staff assistance, followed by having commission or
staff members actually serve on boards of
single-purpose agencies. Slightly more than
half of the respondents (56.3 percent) thought
a formal coordinating mechanism would not
be desirable because of politics, lack of local
interest, and the fact that things were working
well as is. One wrote, "an overall coordinating
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need additional funds to be able take part
in additional studies-funds that state agencies are not always willing or able to provide.
The relationship between planning districts
and the state is an area worthy of further
investigation. If the planning districts could
become a stronger and more vital link between localities and the state, cost savings
might be realized, the state government would
be brought closer to the individual citizen,
and localities would benefit from improved
communication.

over which they wil~ be able to maintain
control and accountability. Heretofore, the
sole option for regional service provision has
been through separate, single-purpose agencies over which policy direction could only
be exercised indirectly. Independent agencies
with independent boards have a way of
becoming just that-independent. They establish a "turf" and develop their own constituency. Sometimes they are coordinated,
sometimes not, and they are not taken into
account in local policy planning.

planning district, with the core bus system
provided by a municipality. A regional special
education program could be provided to all
local school systems - within a PDC. The
possibilities are limited 'only by imagination
and resources. The state has provided lead.ership and the opportunity for these changes
to take place. Before "bold realignments" of
local boundaries are undertaken, some of
these options need to be explored.

FUTURE OF PLANNING
DISTRICTS

The door is now open for Virginia to meet
regional needs with a regional response. Planning districts could become the focus of a
federated response. Or planning districts
could become brokers and contract with local
governments to provide service through areawide agencies, thereby eliminating the need
for service districts. Such agencies could assume the appropriate size for both the area
to be served and the service being delivered.
This arrangement would have the benefits of
both coordination and decentralization. Another possibility could be having part of a
total service delivered by an areawide agency
with the core service provided at the local
level. A transportation system run in this way,
for instance, might have transportation for
the elderly and handicapped supplied by the

Planning districts have been a continually
evolving arm of local government, responding
to the needs and opportunities that exist
within their regions. Evidence to date indicates that planning districts are moving to
achieve many of the criteria set forth when
they were established. While fragmentation
has increased, there is some consolation in
the observation that the [ragmen ation has
been on a regional basis, representing cooperative ventures by local governments.

Planning districts have provided valuable
services to localities in many regions of the
state, and they have done so in an innovative
manner. Though originally imposed by the
state, they are now evolving as extensions
o local government. Local governments,
needing certain services, used planning districts in ways not clearly sanctioned by the
law (as interpreted by the Attorney General).
As necessity and actual practice came into
conflict with interpretations of allowable activities, the clash was resolved through legislative action amending the act to reflect
present activity. Local governments now
have the option of regional service delivery,

CONCLUSION

The continued acceptance of the planning
district as part of the governmental scene will
require a mix of present-oriented and futurebased accomplishments. While the planning
district commission is a relative newcomer,
its future possibilities are intriguing.
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