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An Overview of Loca Governmentsin Texas

What |Slocal government, anyway?

At some timein your life you have probably learned about federalism and the fact that government in our nation
is shared among the federa, state, and local levels. This smple divison gets alittle more complicated when you
redize that there isnot just one “loca level” the way thereisjust one “federal level” or one “date leve” for
Texas. In fact, even in your very own city or town, thereis not just one “loca level” of government. Altogether
in our state, even though there are fewer than 1,500 cities, there are more than 4,000 local government units that
make decisions and provide services for people.

1. Just for fun, list as many local government units as you can think of in your area.

Many of these local governmental units perform specia functions. In 1990, for example, Texas had 1,892 spe-
cid digtricts and 1,113 school didtricts, in addition to its 1,171 cities and 254 counties. Right this minute, the
only one of those numbers that is till probably accurate is the number of counties, which has stayed the same
for over 100 years. The number of cities and specia districts has been increasing steadily since that count was
made in 1990. On the other hand, the number of schooal districts has been shrinking as districts merge together
to provide better opportunities for students at alower cog.

2. Why do you think the number of cities and specid districtsin Texas isincreasing?

3. In what parts of Texas do you think school districts should be consolidating or joining together with other
school digtricts? Explain.

Background: What municipa governments do NOT do in Texas

Each unit of local government was created to meet a specia need of the people in that locality, or specific area.
Over time, asthe needs of peoplein Texas changed, the nature of local government has been able to respond.
Because the municipal, or town and city governments are just one part of thelocal levd, let’'stake alook at
what functions city governments do not have to do. These functions are aready taken care of by other local
government units.
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What do County Gover nments Take Care Of?

County governments in Texas are caled “genera purpose” because they do so many things. You have probably
heard of genera purpose cleansers, for example, that can clean many different things. Similarly, a“ genera purpose”’
government governs or has responsbility for many different thingsin an area. There are two main categories of jobs
that county governments have.

Firgt, county governments provide gover nmental services for their resdents. As you read thislist, notice how very
basic some of these county services are.
Counties:  1.) build and take care of roads, jails, and courts,
2.) enforce laws, through the county sheriff’s department, and
3.) provide health and welfare services. For example, counties often have medica clinics, emergency
medica services (EMS), county parks, and community centers.

4. Tonight, look in atelephone book under “ county government” or the exact name of your county. Figure out
which number to cdl if you need to report a county road that needs a repair. When the county fixes that road
problem, it is performing a governmental service. County road repair phone number:

Second, county governments provide administr ative services on behaf of the state. The state administrative services
that county governments do usually involve records that need to be kept and fees that need to be collected. The 254
Texas counties act as “agents’ of the state government in their area when they help county residents with this record-
keeping. Examples of administrative services performed by county governments include voter registration and
motor vehicle licensng.

5. Check in the phone book. Which county government office would you cal if you need to help an adult register to
vote?

What do Special Digrict Governments Do?

These intereting units of local government were created to do just one specia task. Usudly the generd purpose
county government could not do that task, so aspecid didtrict was formed. You will aready know about some
specid digtricts such as school digtricts, but may not know about water supply digtricts, hospitd authorities, utility
digtricts, or mosquito control digtricts.

6. Look in your phone book to seeif there are any specid digtrictsin your area. Write their names down here:

What do Municipal Governments Do?

Of dl the kinds of local governmentsin Texas, city and town governments in Texas perform the largest number of
functions. The responsihilities of cities and towns can be put into two categories. governmental functions and
proprietary functions.

Governmental functions of cities are similar to the governmenta services of counties that you just learned about.
These 34 governmenta responsibilities are given to cities by state law. They include: 1.) police and fire protection,
2.) hedlth and sanitation services, 3.) street congtruction and design, 4.) trangportation systems, such as bus lines, and
5.) building and maintaining jails.
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State law ligts three proprietary functions of cities:
1) operating a public utility, such as an éectric department,
2.) operating amusements owned by the city, and
3.) performing activities that are ultra hazardous or dangerous.

Kinds of Municipalities in Texas

In your own life, you have probably done things for two main reasons. because you wanted to and because you were
told to do something. When you were small, you had fewer choices about what to do; other people decided what was
good for you. As you have grown, the opportunities for you to make decisions for yourself have probably increased.
The same holds true for citiesin Texas. When cities are smdll, they have fewer choices and the state makes many of
the decisions about what cities may and may not do. As cities grow, they have more and more choices about what
they want to do and how they want to be.

Smdll villages, towns, and citiesin Texas are general law municipalities. These towns usudly have fewer than 5,000
people and their powers of local governance are limited by state laws. If state law does not give agenera law city the
power to do something, the city may not do it, no matter what. About 3 out of 4 citiesin Texas, or 75 percent of Texas
municipalities, are genera law cities.

\Very Small Towns

To become agenerd law city, an area must have 210 to 10,000 residents and it must “incorporate.” You may have
noticed signs along the highway that announce the limits of incorporated cities and towns. These signs mark the limits
of the authority of that town’s government. Outside of that boundary line, the county government probably has
jurigdiction, or controlling power.

7. Why would state law make it be illegd for an areawith 5 or 10 people to become a city?

When asmall city of less than 600 people incorporates, it can choose to have either a city board of commissionersor
aboard of aldermen to governit. Used thisway, the word “board” is another term for group. If amunicipaity
decides it wants to change the type of governing board it uses, it may do so.

A board of commissioners can be smaller than aboard of adermen. A board of commissioners away's has a mayor
and two commissioners eected by the voters. The board aways appoints a city cerk, who handles the town
paperwork. The board may appoint or hold eectionsfor other officiasthat the town thinks it needs.

A board of aldermen is made up of six members: amayor and 5 aldermen. All these leaders are elected by the voters
at-large. When officids are elected at-large, they are chosen to represent the entire town and not just one area of the
town. The city must also have an eected mar shal and may pass ordinances to have other municipa officers.

8. Inasmdl town of thissize, do you think it would be better to be governed by 3 persons (commission members) or
6 persons (aldermen)? Explain your thinking.
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Larger Towns

When alarger city with more than 600 people incorporates, it has more choices about its government. These larger
municipdities are governed by acity council. If the city council is eected at-large, it must have amayor and 5
councilmembers. Each member of the council is supposed to vote on ordinances and rules in away that represents
the needs of the whole city, or the city “at large.”

Another way to dect membersisto divide the city into war ds, or voting digtricts. A mayor presides over the city
council. The city council decides what officials are needed, and decides if the city council or the voters will choose
these officids.

A city may choose to have a city manager to run it. The city manager is a paid employee of the city. He or sheis
hired by the city council to supervise the everyday operations of the city. The city manager makes many decisions
about how to do things, just like a store manager makes many decisions about how a store will be run. The city
manager takes instructions from the city council, which hasthefina say on dl the big policy decisions. When the
council decides policy issues, it decides how much the city government will do. For example, a city council might
decide that the city should build an airport. The council would instruct the city manager to come up with possible
locations, and waysto pay for building and running the airport. The council would choose what it thought was the
best plan for the city, and the city manager would make sure that the airport was built and operated well.

Home Rule Cities

If you live in acity with more than 5,000 residents, chances are very good that yoursis ahomerule city. Homerule
cities have the right to run their local governments without alot of interference from the state government. Many
people like the home rule idea because it alows people a the “grassroots’ level to make decisions. To become a
home rule city, your town must have adopted ahomerule charter. A charter isawritten plan for government that
describes how power is divided among leaders and citizens in your city. At sometime in your town’s history, the
charter was approved by the mgority of the votersin an eection. Any time a change in the charter is suggested, the
people in your town have an opportunity to vote on the change.

Notice that the votersin home rule cities hold much power over the way their townisrun. Voters decide:
1) theform of locd government: mayor-council or council-manager, for example,
2.) the number of members of city council,
3.) theway councilmemberswill be elected: at-large, by single member digtrict, or by place, whichisa
numbered seat on the council,
4.) how long councilmembers terms of office should be,
5.) whether councilmembers' terms of office should overlap,
6.) how the mayor isto be chosen, either by the council or by the voters, and;
7.) which boards and commissions are necessary to make the town run smoothly.

These powers are very important ones to be held in atown. Another power of home rule cities is the power to annex
land next to the city, with or without the permission of personsliving in the area. When an areais annexed, it is
added to the area of the city and becomes part of the city.

9. Why would acity like having the power to annex land?
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10. Why would a city not want to annex al the nearby land that it possibly could?

Another advantage of being ahome rule city isthat voters have specid powersthat they do not have in generd

law cities. One of these powersis called initiative. When a person initiates something, he or she starts or intro-
duces something. In ahome rule city, voters may take the initiative to place a question on the ballot to be voted on
by al citizens. Initiative gives ordinary citizens the power to make sure their ideas are put into effect. This power is
important if their elected councilmembers refuse to act on an idea for some reason. Initiative begins with apetition
signed by enough registered voters to have the item placed on the ballot. Then the city council may vote on the
ideaor it may cal an election to vote on it.

11. How does initiative limit the power of city councilmembers?

Citizensin home rule cities so have the power to repeal unwanted ordinances. When an ordinanceis repeded, it
is taken off the books and ceases being alaw in the town. Like initiative, repeal aso begins with a petition signed
by voters. After the petition is received, the city council may reped the ordinance or it must cal for an eection to
decide about the ordinance.

12. What might be a possible danger of giving citizens the right to reped city ordinances?

Even with these important powers, there are limits on what home rule cities can do. Home rule cities must aways
follow the gtate condtitution and State laws. For example, state law sets maximum amounts of property tax that cit-
izens may pay, and cities may not charge more than that amount. Also, cities may only hold eections on days that
date law alows.

13. Why would the state want elections to be held only on certain days? Why can atown not hold an election
every sngle day if it wantsto?






