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Local government consolidation in Virginia
took another blow on July 21 of this year
when the voters of the City of Emporia
overwhelmingly defeated a referendum on
consolidation with Greensville County. This
defeat echoes a May 5 vote in which Covington citizens refused by more than a twoto-one margin to agree to the merger of their
city with Alleghany County and the City of
Clifton Forge.
Other referendums in recent years have produced the same esults. In ovember 1984,
voters of the City of Staunton turned down
a proposed consolidation with Augusta
County. And in July 1983, a referendum on
the consolidation of Pulaski County with the
towns of Pulaski and Dublin was defeated
by the voters in each of these localities. The
July 21 consolidation referendum was the last
of those currently scheduled for a vote, although consolidation efforts are underway (or
the topic has at least been brought up for
consideration) in other areas across the Commonwealth.
The defeat of these initiatives certainly reflects
the difficulties that supporters of consolidation face in winning the approval of the
electorate, not only in Virginia but also in
the nation as a whole. Indeed, the last consolidation to occur in Virginia was the merger
of the cities of ansemond and Suffolk in
1974.

Although governmental consolidations may
not capture the hearts of voters, local government cooperation in the delivery of services has garnered the attention of local
officials, if not the public. Once criticized for
failing to address systematically and comprehensively the needs of metropolitan areas,
joint service delivery and other cooperative
arrangements are now being viewed at least
as a realistic approach to interjurisdictional
problems. As it becomes clear that citizens
are not buying consolidation, incremental
approaches are gaining respectability as a
means of addressing metropolitan problems.
And, in fact, arrangements for the joint
delivery of services through such mechanisms
as interlocal agreements and special districts
have several advantages.
This News Letter will explore the legal basis
for interlocal cooperative agreements in

Virginia, as well as some of their advantages.
It will also look at some of the areas and
the ways in which Virginia's localities have
chosen to cooperate, including the agreements
reached through the negotiation component
of the state's annexation process. A review
of some emerging cooperative efforts and a
discussion of how future cooperation could
be encouraged will conclude the discussion.

LEGAL BASIS AND RATIONALE
FOR COOPERATION
Virginia's local governments have ample legal
authority to cooperate with their neighbors
in the provision of services. The most farreaching statute is the joint exercise of powers
provision (Va. Code, sec. 15.1-21); it allows
localities to exercise jointly with other jurisdictions any powers that they may exercise
alone. Other code provisions give localities
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the authority to cooperate in specific functional areas. Section 15.1-131.3, for example,
allows localities to cooperate in providing
police services, while local planning commissions are given specific authority to cooperate
with one another and with other local agencies in section 15.1-428. Localities are also
given the authority to create a variety of either
single-jurisdictional or multi-jurisdictional
special districts, such as water and sewer
authorities (Va. Code, secs. 15.1-1239 through
15.1-1270). These are just some of the many
examples that could be cited.
Localities can find ample reasons to undertake cooperative agreements. First, these arrangements are flexible. Localities can pick
and choose those services on which they wish
to cooperate, leaving others to be offered on
an individual basis. Arrangements for the
services t emse ves can be fiiiloreato meet
the particular circumstances. In some cases,
one locality may contract with another for
a service; in others, the service may be provided on a partnership basis. Or, as often
occurs in the area of public safety, mutual
aid agreements may be reached in which
localities agree to come to one another's
assistance when needed.

increasing in recent years; however, the data
in the 1986 report are not entirely comparable
with that of earlier editions because the
survey's rate of return has increased. Surveys
for the 1986 report were returned by 40 (of
41) cities, 91 (of 95) counties, and 168 (of
189) towns; in 1983, in contrast, surveys were
returned by only 29 cities, 70 counties, and
106 towns.
Interlocal cooperation among Virginia's localities can take many forms, ranging from
simple unwritten agreements between two
jurisdictions to formal written contracts
among multiple jurisdictions. Joint delivery
of services can also be provided through
service districts, which are political entities
with limited authorities and powers. In Virginia a number of special districts, authorities,
boards, and commissions are authorized under the state's general law, which sets forth
the organization, structure, and powers in
each particular case. In many cases, though
not all, the special district's governing body
is appointed by the elected municipal councils
or county boards of supervisors of the localities that make up the district. In some
instances, the governing body is electedalthough this situation is much more -prevalent in other states than in Virginia.

Second, the arrangements offer the promise
of being efficient and effective. In some instances the joint delivery of services allows
a locality to reduce its cost through cooperation, or even to offer a service it could
not afford on its own. Further, localities may
be able to provide a higher level, or a higher
quality, of services when they cooperate than
when they go it alone.
Third, governmental cooperation is more
politically feasible than governmental consolidation. Interlocal agreements do not alter
existing governmental structures and boundaries; thus, they do not threaten a community's identity in the same way that cOl!solidation does. Cooperation is often more
palatable to elected officials and citizens alike.

CURRENT USE OF COOPERATIVE
ARRANGEMENTS
The best available source for documenting
the incidence of cooperative arrangements
among Virginia's localities is Local Government Information, a periodic report published by the Virginia Department of Housing
and Community Development. The 1986 edition of that report (based on a December
1985 survey) identifies a total of 2,318 instances of participation in interlocal agreements by Virginia's counties, cities, and towns
(see Table 1; this total does not include
participation in service districts, which is
reported separately).
In all likelih00d, the rate at which localities
are using interlocal agreements has been

While Local Government Information does
not supply detailed information on the forms
of existing interlocal agreements, it does note
that 62 percent of the agreements reported
in 1985 were unwritten, while 38 percent were
written. In addition, the reporting data identify a total of 379 special districts that were
operating in Virginia in 1985; by far the
greatest number were industrial development
authorities and water and sewer authorities.
Of the reported 379 districts, 213 were within
a single jurisdiction; the remaining 166 involved multiple jurisdictions.
Virginia ranks near the bottom of the states
in terms of the number of special districts,
or limited-purpose governmental units. The
use of these districts to provide local services
has come under frequent criticism. A principal argument made against them is that they
fragment political accountability. Specialdistricts, authorities, boards, commissions, and
the like frequently operate under a separate,
often non-elected, governing body. A second
problem is that these boards have the potential for carrying out their work in relatively
isolated environments. Because their charge
is limited, they may have difficulty balancing
their own interests with those of the larger
community. One result is that these boards

Table 1
Participation in Interlocal Agreements By
Functional Area and Governmental Unit
Virginia Counties, Cities, and Towns, 1985
Counties

Cities

Towns

Total

207

96

545

848

General & Financial
Administration

79

19

282

380

Education, Recreation,
Cultural

90

29

234

353

Public Works

75

64

170

309

Health & Welfare

58

21

139

218

Community Development

54

13

143

210

563

242

1,513

2,318

Functional Area
Public Safety

Total

SOURCE: Table 7, Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development, Office
of Local Development Programs, Local Government Information, 2 vols. (Richmond,
June 1986),2:13.
NOTE: The data in this table do not include any agreements for joint provision of
services through special districts.
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problem of soli waste disposal. 3 A regional
approach has been studied since as early as
1982· but several events that occurred within
the ~ast few months have signalled increased
attention to the situation.
What is currently being considered is some
kind of regional facility other than a landfill.
A wide range of disposal methods are possible, including incineration; recycling; the
production of transportable, burnable fuel;
and the production of steam heat or electricity. The area has formed a regional task
force that held its first meeting at the end
of July 1987. The task force includes representatives from the eight localities in the
Richmond Planning District Commissionthe counties of Charles City, Chesterfield,
Goochland, Hanover, Henrico, New Kent
and Powhatan; and the City of Richmond.
Also represente on the task force are three
state agencies, several business and civic organizations, private-sector power and waste
management industries, private citizens, and
the Appomattox River Water Authority/
Crater Planning District Commission.
Each of the participating local governments
has been asked to appropriate from $500 to
$2,500 to pay for an engineering study to
analyze the tipping fees and transport charges
necessary to dispose of garbage at regional
facilities. If this initial study finds that such
costs will be reasonable, the next step would
be a major engineering study on the feasibility
and costs of constructing and operating the
system. Construction costs are currently estimated at more than $100 million.
Obtaining the financing for construction
could be extremely difficult without some
assurance that the proposed facility would
have a steady flow of waste. The 1987 Virginia
General Assembly enabled some governments
to ensure that flow with its passage of House
Bill 1155. This bill added several localities,
including those In the Richmond area, to the
list of those having the authority to adopt
ordinances requiring that all or any portion
of the solid waste generated within a jurisdiction be delivered to specified resource
disposal facilities.
As a footnote, seeking a regional solution
to garbage disposal problems is not a new
approach. Several localities in the Northern
Neck and Peninsula regions have been exploring the possibilities of a regional trash
disposal burner. And, in fact, separate cooperative ventures may at some point find
themselves at loggerheads; a December 1986
newspaper article noted, for example, that
the Northern Neck/ Peninsula regional effort

would be enhanced if some of the urban
jurisdictions in Richmond participated. 4

Library Services in the Roanoke Valley
Libraries are one of the service areas in which
interlocal cooperation most frequently occurs
(see Table 2), and the public libraries of the
Roanoke Valley area have taken part in
several cooperative efforts. 5 For more than
ten years the City of Roanoke and Roanoke
County have had a reciprocal agreement that
allows residents to use the libraries in either
locality free-of-charge, a practice also followed in other jurisdictions across the state.
More recently, four localities in the valley
approved the use of a uniform library card,
so that residents can check out books from
any of the area libraries. The library systems
are now studying additional areas of cooperation, including cataloguing, central reference materials, an automated circulation system, and publicity.
Further, Roanoke County and Botetourt
County recently agreed to share the costs for
a new library in Botetourt County. Each
locality had originally planned to built its own
library; the two buildings would have been
located within a few miles of each ther. To
save expenses, the two counties have decided
to share evenly both the construction costs
and the initial operating costs of one facility.
The library, which will be operated by Botetourt County, is scheduled to open by the
end of 1987.

ROLE OF THE STATE
The Commonwealth has an overarching interest in the effectiveness of interlo al cooperative arrangements. Will these efforts contribute to the financial viability of local
governments by helping to hold down, or even
decrease, the costs of local services? Do these
efforts help solve local or regional problems
that have statewide implications for public
health, safety, and economic development?
Do these efforts allow citizens to obtain a
better package of services?
The state has a good history of supporting
cooperative efforts, as illustrated by the longstanding provision for the joint exercise of
powers, enacted in 1958. Further, the state
provides positive incentives for cooperation
in specific areas like libraries and jail facilities
by making more state aid available for regional ventures than for those provided by
a sole locality.

4

Certainly the state could take affirmative
action to remove existing barriers to cooperation, as the 1987 General Assembly did
in enacting House Bill 1155. In some instances, localities may need additional authority
to make cooperative ventures feasible. In
others, the state may need to revise state aid
formulas to ensure, at a minimum, that
cooperative ventures do not result in a loss
of state funding.

CONCLUSION
Local government cooperation in Virginia is
certainly alive and well. Some analysts maintain that local governments will cooperate in
those areas in which cooperation is most
beneficial - a free market approach to cooperation. What is beneficial to one jurisdiction, however, might not be beneficial to its
neighbors. A central city, for example, might
wholeheartedly welcome cooperation in areas
addressing major urban problems, such as
housing. Surrounding jurisdictions, on the
other hand, mi ht find it mo t beneficial to
their own interests to avoid cooperation in
some areas.
Interlocal cooperation is not a panacea for
solving local governments' problems, be they
of an urban or rural nature. But realistically,
there probably is no panacea - only a variety
of partial solutions to address specific problems. Certainly interlocal cooperation fits this
mold.

Richmond Times- Dispatch, Dec. 4, 1986.

3Richmond Times-Dispatch, Dec. 4, 1986; May 7, 1987; May 15,
1987; conversations with staff of the Richmond Regional Planning
District Commis ion.

But in other areas, the state could further
improve the likelihood of cooperation. One
recent group to address this issue was the
Government and Planning Task Force of the
Governor's Commission on Virginia's Future.
The task force conclu'ded in its December
1984 report that the state should take action
to revise state aid formulas to include regional
factors. Specifically, the report recommended
that the state consider using regional factors
both to award cooperation and to penalize
failure to cooperate. The task force also
recommended that the state encourage cooperation by (1) granting planning district
commissions increased authority and higher
funding levels; (2) creating a state agency on
intergovernmental relations; (3) discouraging
the creation of single-purpose special districts;
and (4) establishing pilot programs for cooperative service delivery.6

5Roanoke Times & World-News, Mar. 7 and Mar. 13, 1987;
conversations with staff of the Roanoke County library.

6Governor's Commission on Virginia's Future, Toward a New
Dominion: Choices for Virginians, 2 vols. (December 1984), 2:
71-75.
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collaborative efforts in water supply and
sewage treatment. These efforts were designed
to ensure the area's continued potential for
economic development by providing the
county with a continued source of drinking
water and expanding the city's ability to treat
wastewater. The two localities agreed, under
certain circumstances, to provide each other
with up to one million gallons per day of
potable water. Further, they agreed to supply
emergency water to each other, upon request,
in the event of a water emergency.
The city was given the option of constructing
a connection between its own and the county's
water systems, with the prospect of becoming
a bulk water purchaser from the county
facility. The county, in turn, was given the
option of requiring the city to supply water
to the sewage treatment facility. The city
agreed to share in the costs of renovating
an industrial sewage treatment plant in the
county so that it could become an area sewage
treatment facility. It also agreed to accept
county sewage from a certain geographic
area, and to provide a certain amount of
sewage to the area treatment facility.
The two localities have recently been involved
in a legal dispute over the interpretation of
the agreement, but they appear to have
reached a settlement. In terms of the annexation agreement itself, the county agreed to
the city's annexation of a portion of the
county in exchange for a twenty-five year
moratorium on annexation.

City of Charlottesville/Albemarle County
The City of Charlottesville and Albemarle
County entered a revenue-sharing agreement
in February 1982 in which the city agreed
to give up, in perpetuity, its right to annex
in exchange for an economic growth-sharing
plan. The agreement creates a revenue-sharing fund to which both the city and county
contribute a portion of their revenues from
the real property tax. The fund's proceeds
are then divided among the city and county
according to a formula that includes as factors
both population and true real property tax
rates. In actuality, the agreement guarantees
a certain amount of revenue to the city
because the county is growing at a faster rate
than the city; the county is protected, however, because the agreement places a cap on
the total funds that can be transferred to either
jurisdiction.

Town of Leesburg/Loudoun County
The Town of Leesburg and Loudoun County
agreed in November 1982 to enter joint efforts
in planning, zoning, land development, utilities, and public facilities site acquisition.
These cooperative arrangements were part of
a total annexation agreement whereby the
town annexed a portion of the county, and

both the town and the county are precluded
from seeking city status until 1994.
The terms of the agreement commit the
county to opposing, until 1994, any development of central utility systems in county
areas adjacent to the town. This provision
helps ensure the primacy of the town's utility
system and commits the county to encouraging development within the town limits.
The town agreed to be responsible for acquiring sites for public and community facilities-including schools, fire stations, recreational facilities, and human service
facilities-within its newly annexed area.
The agreement also specifies town-county
cooperation in developing the town's comprehensive plan and revising its zoning ordinance. Further, the county and town have
committed themselves to notifying each other
of certain requested or planned changes in
land use, zoning, special use, or development
regulations. The town agreed to having its
permit to develop a landfill revoked; the
county, in turn, agreed to give the town
continued access to the county landfill.
As in the case of Fredericksburg/ Spotsylvania County, the town and county have had
some legal disputes over interpretation, but
the agreement itself is still in place.

be proportionate with increases in the rate
for general personal property taxes.

City of Emporia/ Greensville County
The City of Emporia and Greensville County
reached an annexation agreement in September 1982, but it was held in abeyance while
a consolidation effort proceeded. The 1982
agreement specifies that if the consolidation
referendum is defeated, as happened on July
21, the agreement takes effect the following
January 1. The city will now be allowed to
annex a portion of the county's territory, but
it will waive for fifteen years its right to initiate
any other annexation.
The city and county also agree to collaborate
al ay.
on water and sew r servjc s jn
The agreement commits the city to providing
the county with a specified amount of water
from its system and to refrain from extending
water services into the county, except with
the county's approval. The county retains its
right to develop an alternate water source,
but it must give the city three years' notice
of any plan to reduce the amount of water
being purchased from the city. The agreement
also allows joint city-county expansion of the
city's sewage treatment facility and authorizes
the county to acquire all city-owned water
and sewer lines remaining in the county after
annexation.

City of Franklin/Southampton County

City of Franklin/Isle of Wight County

The City of Franklin and Southampton
County agreed in December 1984 to an
annexation agreement that allowed the city
to annex immediately one portion of the
county and authorized it to annex another
portion ten years later. The city is prohibited
frem initiating any other annexations for
twenty-five years. For its part, the city agreed
to share with the county, in perpetuity, onehalf of both the net local tax revenues and
utility revenues collected from the city's industrial corridor, a specifically designated
part of the newly annexed area.

The City of Franklin and Isle of Wight
County reached a multifaceted agreement in
March 1986 that designates a part of the
county as being immune from city annexation. In exchange, the county will share with
the city a percentage of local taxes collected
from the immune area. The amount will vary
between 17 percent and 23 percent~ it will
be adjusted every ten years according to a
formula that uses a fiscal stress factor incorporating income, property values, taxable
sales, and government expenditures.

EMERGING COOPERATIVE
VENTURES
City of Lynchburg/ Campbell County
In March 1985 the City of Lynchburg and
Campbell County completed an agreement
in which the city waived for twenty years its
right to annex a specified part of the county,
while the county agreed not to seek partial
immunity from annexation for that period.
In addition, the county agreed to contribute
$750,000 toward improvements on the city
airport (which is actually located in the
county). The county also agreed to adopt land
use controls in the airport area to ensure that
the area would meet FAA regulations. Finally, the county agreed that increases in its
personal property tax rate on aircraft would

Virginia's local governments are continuing
to explore ways in which interlocal cooperation can help to remedy problems that cross
jurisdictional boundaries. While examples
can be found in virtually every functional
area, the following two cases will illustrate
the kinds of cooperative efforts that are taking
place in the Commonwealth.

Garbage Disposal in the Richmond Area
In recent months, local governments in the
Richmond area have been taking major steps
toward finding a regional solution to the
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can be unresponsi e and confusing to citizens.
Services provided by a single locality and
controlled directly by the councilor board
of supervisors often can be accessed through
a single source-a councilmember, a supervisor, or the local government administrator.
If, however, the service is supplied by a
separate authority, operating under a separate
governing body, a citizen may have to work
through several channels before finally getting
to someone who can help with a problem
or furnish information.
Despite the criticisms made of special districts, these mechanisms give local governments increased flexibility in the ways they
can structure and finance services. Special
districts are found in the state in a variety
of functional areas, running the gamut from
mosquito control districts to airport authorities to parks and recreation authorities. The
functional areas covered by other interlocal
agreements (excluding special districts) are
identified in the two accompanying tables;
Table 1 lists the six broad areas by which
interlocal agreements were reported in 1985,
while Table 2 breaks these down into the
fIfteen discrete services in which agreements
occurred most often.
As these two tables show, the greatest number
of interlocal agreements reported in the state
in 1985 was in the area of public safetyspecifically, agreements involving jail facilities. A review of the other areas mentioned
most often by localities confirms the point
frequently made by researchers that governmental cooperation is most likely to take place
in relatively noncontroversial areas. An earlier News Letter on- this topic identifies the
sale of water and gas, as well as waste
treatment and disposal, as areas of frequent
cooperation. I Logically, one could also expect
cooperation in areas where there are heavy
capital expenses (jails, water and sewer facilities); where the need for services goes
beyond overnme tal boundaries (economic
development, air pollution control); and
where technical expertise or equipment is
needed on an intermittent or ad hoc basis
(sophisticated fire and rescue equipment).
Some services that would seem almost to
require a cooperative approach do not even
appear in Table 2; in fact, they are close to
the bottom of the list of services covered by
those interlocal agreements reported in 1985,
in terms of frequency of use. These services
include water pollution control, flood control,
and land use planning. Other services ranking
at or near the bottom are hospitals, nursing
homes, daycare centers, and public transit.
One possible explanation for the lack of
cooperation in the latter group is that relatively few local governments are involved
in these ventures.
Bruce Ransom, "The Use of Interlocal Service Agreements in
Virginia," University of Virginia News Letter (Charlottesville:
Institute of Government, University of Virginia), March 1976.

I

COOPERATION IN ANNEXATION
SETTLEMENTS
The 1980 reform of the state's annexation
procedures (House Bill 603) created the Commission on Local Government (Va. Code,
sees. 15.1-945.1 through 15.1-945.7) and gave
that body the authority actively to seek a
negotiated settlement of local government
boundary disputes. This negotiation component has encouraged the development of
twenty-two interlocal agreements, several of
which are summarized in this section. Some
of these agreements involve interesting cooperative arrangements for service delivery, particularly in the area of utilities and land use,
as part of the total annexation settlement.
Others involve revenue-sharing agreements,
which, while not addressing service delivery

questions, illustrate the varied and innovative
ways in which localities are approaching
mutual problems. 2
City of Fredericksburg/ Spotsylvania County
In their annexation agreement reached in
December 1981, the City of Fredericksburg
and Spotsylvania County agreed to major
2Virginia Commission on Local Government, " tatement to the
Commission on Local Government Structure and Relationships"
(Richmond, Virginia), May 8,1987; Attachment B. The summaries
of cooperative arrangements that follow, with one exception, are
taken from the Commission's reports on the agreements filed by
the respective localities. The exception i the Charlotte ville!
Albemarle County agreement, which was not filed with the
commission; that summary is taken from Annexation and Revenue-

Sharing Agreement Between the City of Charlottesville and Albemarle County (xeroxed), June 28, 1982.

Table 2
Service Areas with Highest Reported
Incidence of Cooperative Agreements
Virginia Counties, Cities, and Towns, 1985
Number of Agreements
Service Area

Total

Counties

Cities

Towns

Jail Facilities

180

47

26

107

Animal Control

147

31

4

112

Real Property Assessment

143

16

2

125

Building Code Enforcement

134

27

1

106

Libraries

100

29

11

60

96

22

7

67

49
S3

Public Schools
Fire Protection

93

27

17

Solid Waste Disposal

92

28

11

Water Distribution

87

18

18

51

J oint Dispatching

86

18

6
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Sewer Facilities

82

19

19

44

Juvenile Detention

79

26

20

33

Criminal Investigation

79

16

6

57

Police Protection

78

12

6

60

Emergency Disaster Services

69

23

5

41

SOURCE: Compiled by author from data in Virginia Department of Housing and
Community Development, Office of Local Development Programs, Local Government
Information, 2 vols. (Richmond, June 1986),2: 15-28.
NOTE: The data in this table do not include any agreements for joint provision of
services through special districts.
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CENTER FOR PUBLIC SERVICE ESTABLISHED
AT UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA
The University of Virginia is pleased to announce the establishment of the Center for Public Service, a research and service organization
assisting government, business, and the citizens of Virginia.
The Center for Public Service is being formed by the merger of two established university organizations: the Institute of Government and
the Tayloe Murphy Institute. The Institute of Government has specialized in helping governments and public officials; the Tayloe Murphy
Institute has served business and the public sector with its research in demographics and economics. These two institutes have cooperated
closely in the past, and the new Center will build on the variety of projects underway at each of them.
The Center's areas of service will include governmental and policy studies; business and economic studies; demographic studies; management
development and training; and civic learning development. The Center's most recent programs include a newly established Clinch Valley
office to expand services to Southwest Virginia and a major new publication of state data scheduled for release this fall, the Virginia Statistical
Abstract.
James A. (Dolph) Norton, the current director of the Institute of Government, will serve as the director of the Center for Public Service.
For the time being, the Center will continue to be located in two separate offices.
Center for Public Service, University of Virginia
Director's Office
207 Minor Hall, Charlottesville, VA 22903
(804) 924-0942
Institute of Government
207 Minor Hall, Charlottesville, VA 22903
(804) 924-3396
Tayloe Murphy Institute
2015 Ivy Road, Charlottesville, VA 22903
(804) 971-2661

To get on the mailing list to receive the News Letter each month, just write to News Letter, 207 Minor Hal~ University
of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA 22903. Please print or type the complete mailing address, including the Zip Code.

UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

NEWS LETTER

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia

