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t is all too familiar, the litany of challenges
facing today's urban areas: rime, homelessness,
violence in the schools, drugs, unemployment.
ot as much is said about the problems in smaller
communities. The small town, many believe,
harbors the best American values: a strong sense
o community in which neighbors know and help
ach other; an unhurried pace; a full and friendly
hurch; nd moral and ethical behavior. But if
the small town was ever protected from problems,
it is not an more. The town has on a small scale
what the city has on a large scale.

By Linda C. Winner

In both urban
and rural areas
we are
on the threshold
of a crucial era
of change in our
communities.

... . .............. ........
egardless of size, most of our localities
face a dizzying array 0 challenges: a shrinking
tax base; reduced federal and tate aid; citizen
pposition to both increases in taxes an cut in
ervices; unfunded mandates; a more diverse population; greater human service needs' global
competition' and demands to promote economic
evelopment, At the same time, localities are called
on to manage growth and ensure a healthy, safe,
nd pleasing environment.
Yet in spite 0 these tough challenges, local
uccess stor'es abound. varietyof roblem-solving
partnerships have been launched, such as the
regional water agreement between the Cities f
Richmond and Henrico and Chesterfield Counies, Alexandrias residential policing program, and
Blacksburg's high speed communications network
eveloped in partnership with Virginia Tech and
C & r The important question is: How can we
sure that such successes are the rule and not the
xception?
We need to "Bridge the Breaches"-the
aps between what is and what can be. It is the
irginia Institute of Government that can and
will build bridges over these gaps,
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The business
of local
government-the
delivery of
community
services-has
ceased to be a task
that civic-minded
and talented
residents can
undertake on a
part-time basis.

BREACHES TO BE BRIDGED
Albert Coates, the founding father of the University of North Carolina's Institute of Government,
referred to several breaches in the conduct of the
people's business. These were gaps that he believed
could be filled by the efforts of a university-based
institute.

Between Political Expectations of Yesterday
& Tomorrow
The years between 1960 and 1990 witnessed a
movement toward greater emphasis on the rights
of the individual and away from the obligations of
citizenship, of the sense of individual responsibility
for the collective well-being.
_ That pattern appears to be changing: demands
for restrictions on smoking, gun control, and welfare
reform suggest a shifting sense of cultural priorities,
of less sensitivity to individual desires, and a growing
concern for the social consequences for individual
behavior. In addition, the public has become increasingly resentful of big government and its inability to
solve citizen problems. But there is a growing consensus that these forces can be turned to constructive uses
for the community.
We are now poised on the threshold ofchange
in our communities and governments. How will our
governments help us make the transition from
individualism to collective responsibility?
Between Traditional Roles & Non-traditional
Responsibilities
A recent International City/County Management
Association (ICMA) publication, Managing Small
Cities and Counties, points out that, as this shift in
cultural emphasis gains momentum, the impact upon
local government will probably be severe. Demands
for more and different services will be easy to
anticipate. Less easy will be subtle changes, such as
challenges to cherished individual rights in the name
of community well-being.
As the end of the 20th century approaches,
local governments are returning to their traditional role as governments of last resort in
confronting the problems of society that individuals alone and big government seem
unable to solve. Even though some community services are provided by other
agencies-private firms and nonprofit organizations, for example-it is the government
that must coordinate such efforts, endure public
pressure, and respond to the void left when
other service providers abandon their roles.
The role of local governments in the future
may be traditional, but many of their responsibilities will not be. Community residents

today expect a far broader range of public services, and the delivery ofthose services requires
much more sophistication, knowledge, creativity, and public accountability than has been
the case in decades past. The business of local
government-the delivery of community services-has ceased to be a task that civic-minded
and talented residents can undertake on a parttime basis. In today's complex and
interdependent world, specialized knowledge
and skills are essential to perform even traditional roles in an adequate manner. 1
How will governments cope with their new responsibilities?

Between People & Their Government
This breach did not always exist. People were once
their own government. When people became tired of
putting out their own fires, they hired others to do so
and paid taxes. When they became weary of hauling
off their own trash, they paid others to do so and,
again, taxed themselves. That is where the gap
between the people and their government began.
Government at any level offers a mechanism
through which people can work together to improve
the quality of their lives. Local governments are the
principal mechanism through which people can improve the quality of life in their own neighborhoods.
As such, these units are very important to people-it
is, after all, in their own neighborhoods that people
spend most of their lives.
Because they are so important, local governments have a major responsibility to work with people.
People are not, after all, simply objects to be served
by government. People are the source of the values
and objectives, many of the ideas and much of the
energy that guide and direct government activity.
How can we involve and educate our citizens so
they playa vital role in their communities?
Between Governmental Units & Their Officials
As North Carolina's Albert Coates observed:
There is a pyramid ofgovernmental units, each
with its own set of officials working on the
same problems for the same people, crossing
each other's paths, stepping on each other's
toes, getting into each other's hair-not coming
together in the systematic practice of cooperative effort.
Virginia has 461 local governmental units. Which
governmental unit is responsible for what service? How
can governments sort out and clarifY their missions
and roles so that citizens can understand them?
1 Managing SmaLL Cities and Counties. Washington, D.C.,: International City/County Management Association, 1994.
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Between Outgoing & Incoming Officials
Once again Albert Coates' observations are germane:
Every two to four years literally hundreds ofnewly
elected officials come into the administration
of public affairs-knowing all too little about
their power and duties at the start; learning as
they go along; and going out of office to be
followed by successors who did not pick up the
threads of government at the point where their
predecessors had left 0[£ but almost, ifnot quite,
at the point where they'd begun. Government
is thus forever in the hands of beginners.
People are not born knowing how to interpret complex budgets, how to build or finance a
new jail, how to manage county purchasing and contracting, when to open and close meetings, which
records to make available to the public, what to do
to comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act,
how to work together as an effective governing board,
or how to evaluate the manager. Thus, the continuity ofgovernment experience is broken. How can
continuity be maintained?
Between Existing Resources & Their
Effective Use
Local government will be challenged in the future
much more than it has been in the past. Success in
meeting the challenges will be more dependent than
ever before upon the sensitivity of elected leaders to
citizen desires, upon the professional vision and technical competence ofstaff, and upon the organizational
ability to adapt to changes in citizen demands, in
service requirements, in delivery methods, and in
the use of modern technology.
No longer will the Jeffersonian maxim-that
governmentgoverns best which governs least-hold true.
In the future, the government that governs best will
be the government that makes the most effective and
efficient use of the information and human resources
available to it. Ensuring the professional quality of
government staff is the single most significant action
that elected officials can take to achieve excellence.
How can these resources be enhanced?
We usually have an abundance of new ideas for
meeting new challenges and revitalizing our communities. The problem is finding a way to identify resources
and information, providing a forum for their consideration, and breaking through the crusty rigidity and
stubborn complacency of the status quo. Some way
must be found to bridge the breaches between what is
and what can and needs to be; between yesterday's
government and tomorrow's; between people and their
government; between governmental units and officials; between outgoing and incoming officials; and
between information and access to it. The Virginia
Institute of Government can serve as this bridge

BUILDING SUCCESSFUL BRIDGES
Permit me to share some observations about the
successes of the North Carolina Institute, gleaned
from my own observations and conversations with
its members.
Training programs, consulting activities, and policy
studies at the Institute tackle real problems.
Faculty and staff work hard to understand the
jobs and practical needs of government officials.
They are service-oriented and committed to the
long-term needs of their clients.
• The Institute maintains a strong tradition of
nonadvocacy and nonpartisanship. Faculty provide
information and expert assistance, but they leave
the policy-making to the policy-makers.
• The Institute offers both a comprehensive perspective
and detailed knowledge to help officials anticipate
issues and avoid problems.
Based on these lessons from North Carolina's
experience, I would offer some suggestions to the
Virginia Institute's architects on how to proceed with
institution-building.
First, do not underestimate the importance
of tough-minded optimism. High hopes that are
dashed by the first failure are precisely what we do
not need. We need to believe in ourselves, but not
to believe the task is easy. Nothing in the historical
record tells us that triumph is assured. Many problems resist solutions and we are fallible.
New forces in our communities are unpredictable. The inability to predict should not make
us fear understanding; rather, it should make us seek
it. As John Gardner observed in SelfRenewal, "If
our forebears had all looked before they leaped, we
would still be crouched in caves sketching animal
pictures on the wall."2
Second, I would emphasize staying power.
Stamina is an attribute rarely celebrated by the poets,
or the pundits, for that matter, but it has a good deal
to do with the history ofhumankind. Nothing is ever
safe. Our work is tumultuous-an endless losing and
regaining of balance, a continuous struggle, never an
assured victory. We need a hard-bitten morale that
enables us to face these truths and still strive with
every ounce of our energy to prevail.
Third, do not let what we mutually valueour belief in democracy-fall into the breach. We
cannot possibly sustain ourselves in our efforts if
our values and beliefs are so weakened that nothing
seems worth the struggle. First and last, we humans
live by ideas that validate our striving, ideas that
say it is worth living and trying. What makes a
collection of people a community is the
John ardner, Self Renewal: the Individual and the Innovative
Society} 1st Ed. New York: Harper & Row, 1965.
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cohesiveness that stems from shared values, purposes,
and beliefs.
Fourth, continue to realize the value of the diversity found in small, large, rural, urban, and suburban
communities. Nobody owns the earth or the moon
or Virginia. Nobody has all the problems. Nobody
has all the answers. We can all stand together in one
place and share a vision. The Commonwealth ofVirginia, in its geographic divisions and its towns, cities,
and counties, is a map of infinite variety, where one
place has as much right to be as another.
Fifth, remain flexible and responsive. What
the Institute's priorities will be 5 or even 10 years
down the road, we cannot say with certainty-in
fact we would not want to say, for we should
remain open and attentive to the expressed needs of
communities throughout Virginia. Try to read the
direction local communities are moving in and be
impressed by the imagination and the boldness in
new efforts we could not ourselves have anticipated.
It will not limit your work because you do not
always know where your work will be; your efforts
will be enhanced and furthered by a continual
responsiveness to the healthy tension between
tradition and change. Take as your charge a responsibility to carry forward into the next century a sense
of mission that remains a commitment toward bettering the quality of life for the people of Virginia.
Sixth, do not lose the focus on people. The City
is the People) 3 the title ofa book by urbanologist Henry
Churchill, reminds local leaders of a very central reality-communities are not collections ofland, streets,
3 Henry Churchill,

buildings, or public institutions. They are collections
of people. And community governments-those of
cities, counties, and towns-exist to serve people.
But people do not act alone. They have joined
together in government for action and expression that
shapes whatever their history is to be. The instrument of their imprint on the sands of memory is
responsive government-a lantern of innovation and
progress, bold in the discharge ofits mission, equal to
the dreams of its citizens, and reflective of the best
that is in them. Local government is not a caretaker of
things as they were but a model of what we might
become.•

AB'OUTTHE
VIRGINIA INSTITUTE
OF GOVERNMENT
The Virginia Institute of 'Government was
authorized by the 1994 General Assembly to meet
growing need in local governments and state
agencies for technical assistance, training opportunities, and information resources. The Institute,
which is based at the Cooper Center, has fouf
broad aims: (1) to foster open deliberations and
collaboration among all stakeholders; (2) to
dvocate flexibility, innovation, and vision-driven
change in our governmental organizations; (3)
to enhance partnerships among government's
diverse community ofinterest; and (4) to ensure
that knowledge and rational discourse are vital
parts ofpublic decisionmaking. For information,
call (804) 371-0202.

The City is the People. N ew York: W. W. Norton,

1962.
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