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Introduction

Regionalism, substate regionalism to be
more precise, became a prominent issue on
the nation’s intergovernmental agenda be-
ginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
Previous efforts were restricted largely to
voluntary regional planning endeavors (dat-
ing back to the 1920s in some cases), a
steady growth of regional and subregional
special purpose districts, and a few rare
instances of regional governmental reorga-
nizations (e.g., the partial merger of Baton
Rouge and Baton Rouge Parish, the federa-
tive Miami-Dade County restructuring, and
“defensive county-municipal mergers” in
tidewater Virginia).

The new interest in the 1960s was gen-
erated in large part by the multiplication of
federal grant-in-aid conditions calling for
regional planning or a regional emphasis in
thirty-nine different specific program areas
and by a cross-cutting requirement (A-95)
that, in effect, ultimately prompted the cre-
ation, by 1980, of over 660 regional councils
of government (COGs) in metropolitan and
rural America. With the Reagan adminis-
tration, these federally encouraged efforts
were severely slashed to about six specific
programs. The regional thrust of A-95 was
left to the states; many (thirty-two by 1980)
already had established statewide multi-
county regional districting systems, and lo-
calities began to assume the lion’s share of
funding responsibilities for the regional
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councils that remained (about 530) after the
initial abdicating federal actions (chiefly
E.O. 12372} taken in the early 1980s.

Regional concerns now are preemi-
nently indigenous in their initiation, though
federal involvement remains strong in the
areas of transportation, economic develop-
ment, manpower training, and services for
the aged. States increasingly are discover-
ing the need for adequately empowered,
middle-tier units to which they can delegate
state policy implementation and notable
challenges in the environmental (especially
solid waste disposal), educational, training,
and economic development fields—to cite
the more obvious.

Reasons for Renewed Interest

Now that regionalism has gone native,
the old argument that “the feds made us do
it” is no longer valid. Real, not federal, con-
ditional concerns now are at the core of di-
verse efforts in various parts of the coun-
try—most of them avoiding structural
issues—to address local and state chal-
lenges from a substate regional perspective.
This stems from the absence of adequate
existing areawide mechanisms of multi-
purpose governance (e.g., unreformed or
area-limited county governments and in-
capacitated COGs); from the fact that states,
even small ones, are too big to address the
subtle and not-so-subtle regional variations
found in any number of existing policy areas;
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and from existing localities’ failure in far
too many instances of the areal scope to
address policy issues having pronounced
spill over characteristics. The last reason
occurs most notably in metropolitan areas
with massively fragmented patterns of lo-
cal government—especially in the North-
east, Midwest, and California.

Increasingly what used to be deemed
academic rationales for regional collabora-
tion and restructuring are becoming grass-
roots ones as well. This is a healthy sign.
Witness the following:

o the poor match between the boundaries
of local governments and the real geo-
graphic scope of a service is much more
clearly understood;

o the fixity of most local jurisdictional
boundaries and the limited use of an-
nexation, where it is still viable, to rec-
oncile geographic discrepancies make
reliance on existing local governments
an unrealistic alternative for those seek-
ing effective solutions to areawide chal-
lenges; this fact of metropolitan life is
becoming more accepted in approxi-
mately 305 regions that have not con-
fronted regionalism head on;

o real regional reforms (i.e., one-, two-, or

three-tier restructurings) have occurred
in only about twenty-five instances,
largely in medium or small metropoli-
tan areas, with none in the Northeast
quadrant except Indianapolis’ Unigov;
this sobering fact has not discouraged
other efforts at regional cooperation and
even a few mergers, as with Athens-
Clarke County (Georgia) a couple of
years ago;

e the earlier urbanologists’ explanation
that balkanized metropolitan areas have
survived because of federal and state
grants-in-aid and the heavy use of spe-
cial districts (now more than 33,000
with 43 percent in metropolitan America
and more than 1,100 serving as full-
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fledged areawide or partially areawide
uni-functional governments} is no longer
accepted by thoughtful observers; these
basically stop-gap measures are tempo-
rarily useful but not capable of gener-
ating a multi-faceted alternative ap-
proach to coping with the true areawide
agenda;

the dynamics of metropolitan demo-
graphics in most urban regions have
produced a de facto sorting out of spe-
cific socioeconomic, ethnic, and racial
groups by individual local governmen-
tal jurisdictions, creating an areawide
pattern of greatly increased societal di-
versity, but these governmental juris-
dictional patterns violate Aristotle’s
basis for the good city, i.e., a balanced
mix of lower, middle (preferably large),
and upper socioeconomic groups all
within one city-state;

o the vital need to achieve the time-honored

“one out of many” for certain purposes
in each of our substate regions has be-
come a spoken, and more often unspo-
ken, goal in many of the nation’s urban
and rural regions;

economies of scale, or “bigger bang for
your tax dollar,” is yet another regional
argument slowly gaining favor with
many city and local officials; large,
capital-intensive, high tech projects al-
ready are handled on a multi-jurisdic-
tional basis, and parts of education,
medical/hospital, recreation, and crimi-
nal justice also possess these capital-
intensive, highly professional, costly
traits, even though many parts of these
are heavily labor-intensive; this argues
for a split-level regional/local servicing
strategy that already on an ad hoc ba-
sis is emerging in some urban regions;
the grinding force of global competition
has also generated in some regions an
entire economic complex to meet this
new challenge, even though the govern-
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mental entities do not reflect this unity
of purpose; and

e the diverse economic, transportation,
communication, manpower, sports, and
service factors that combine to create
an increasing degree of interdependence
among the jurisdictions of a metropoli-
tan area also have strengthened the
policy-stance of traditional regional ad-
vocates such as business, religious, me-
dia, philanthropic, and far-sighted civic
and political leaders; in addition, reli-
able statistical studies now demonstrate
the fairly obvious fact that an unhealthy
central city can adversely affect the
health of an entire region.

Restraints on Regional
Cooperation

The basic hurdles heaped in front of
arduous efforts to achieve regional solu-
tions to challenges localities (and states)
cannot meet by themselves are basically
socio-psychological and political in nature.
This is why—though they appear to be irri-
tatingly irrational at times—they are ex-
tremely powerful, ever present, and not to
be pushed aside. These hurdles fall into
three categories: complacency, fear, and
confusion.

The phenomenon of largely complacent
local officials and electorates is not un-
known in metropolitan America. Only a few
of these jurisdictions and their citizenries
have been polled on their attitudes regard-
ing “the real city,” as George Romney used
to describe the metro region. Seventy-eight
percent of our population now resides in
such areas, and over three-fifths reside in
suburban jurisdictions—the home of most
of the heavily complacent.

The old formula of state aid and, at this
point, a few federal grants, along with mul-
tiplying special districts and greater use of
primarily voluntary devices for interlocal
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and areawide cooperation (e.g., interlocal
contracts, joint-power agreements, trans-
fers of functions to higher-level units, and
regional COGs), is adequate to maintain a
proper balance between local autonomy and
appropriate regional handling, so this ar-
gument runs. What more is needed? No
stark crisis, it is contended, has emerged
that suggests a stronger areawide stand is
required.

However, three developments suggest a
real crisis indeed has emerged in regional-
local as well as in state-regional-local rela-
tions. First, regardless of whether a state-
local system has a strong tradition of home
rule, the increasing centralization of policy-
making and regulation in state govern-
ments has been a nationwide phenomenon
since the late 1960s. Where urban local
governments are fiercely fragmented, this
trend is even more pronounced because
local balkanization bolsters “divide and
rule” tactics from above. The best support
for strong local government is a regional
government that is part of the local gov-
ernment system, which, along with the lo-
calities, can present a more powerful,
united front in the corridors and hearing
rooms of state capitols.

Second, the proliferation of special dis-
tricts and authorities, especially of the re-
gional variety, may be an easy, convenient,
and politically astute way for local officials
to have their cake and eat it too. In truth,
these single-function, usually not elected,
ever mindful-of-the-bond-houses bodies are
the biggest threat nationally (less so in Con-
necticut) to the generalist, multi-purpose
character of cities, towns (from Pennsylva-
nia to Maine, not including the limited pur-
pose Great Lakes variety of townships), and
counties. This functional threat largely goes
unnoticed, but it now represents the most
direct undermining of popularly controlled,
general units of local government. In demo-
cratic theory terms, only certain special
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districts west of the Mississippi (chiefly in
California) elect their policy boards by the
ballot box and with unusually low turnouts.
Elsewhere either state or local governments
appoint these officials. In either case, the
people served by these bodies have at best
only a very indirect way to influence the
districts’ decisions. These governments,
however, exert major impacts on the future
course of metropolitan development.

A third trend that has reached crisis
proportions is the condition of the local fisc.
State aid may be more targeted than ever
before, with central cities benefiting dispro-
portionately in some grant programs. But
federal direct aid to localities has been re-
duced to a trickle compared to the halcyon
years of the late 1970s.

In terms of revenue from own sources,
Connecticut, like the rest of New England,
relies more heavily on the property tax as
its primary local revenue than most other
states and all other regions. In light of these
two developments—federal aid decline and
monolithic local reliance on the property
tax—Connecticut’s cities, towns, and the
Connecticut Conference of Municipalities,
as well as the Conference of Small Towns,
must focus fiercely on state aid as a coun-
terweight to fearsome local fiscal pressures,
imbalances, and disparities.

It is time then to recognize that the
simple structure of our state-local system
in this fiscal context is something of a curse.
Structures always have serious fiscal im-
plications. Elsewhere, the reassignment of
certain municipal functions to counties
and/or special districts above them with
broader tax bases have helped, but not here.
All we have is the state to assume such a
role, yet the state is too big to cope with the
real regional diversity that characterizes
Connecticut. And no locality possesses the
necessary areal reach to serve as a de _facto
regional government. This, it would seem,
is yet another part of the crisis confronting
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our localities because of the absence of a
middle tier of limited purpose but popular
governments.

Now, these three problems confronting
localities—the centralization of more power
in the state and a corresponding reduction
in local policy discretion; the proliferation
of special authorities and in Connecticut
the de facto state reduction of the general,
multi-purpose character of local govern-
ments; and the dire fiscal dilemma pre-
sented by localities’ use of state aid as the
only way to resolve their fiscal disparity and
other fiscal challenges—in the aggregate
constitute a crisis. But do they? Are they a
climatic, sudden turn of events that de-
mands immediate relief through dramatic,
surgical solutions? One might have thought
that the Bridgeport case study should have
triggered such a reaction. Yet municipal
bankruptcy ultimately always becomes a
state concern under our system, even
though a constructive regional response
also would have helped.

When basic restructurings have
emerged elsewhere, a dramatic crisis usu-
ally was the triggering factor—a city and a
county council whose members were un-
der indictment along with a school district
that had been decertified (Jacksonville-
Duval), a helter-skelter approach wherein
each local jurisdiction handled its own wa-
ter supply and sewage problems as if sup-
plies of water and money were limitless
(Nashville-Davidson), the imminent pros-
pect of Democrats permanently taking con-
trol of a city government for the first time
in decades (Indianapolis-Marion), and the
stark need to have a reformed county gov-
ernment along with the existing localities
to cope with inexorable influx of immigrants
and the rapid growth in other population
groups in south Florida (Miami-Dade). With
Sitka, Butte, Columbus-Muskogee, Athens-
Clarke, Carson City, Lexington-Fayette,
more mundane factors came into play—

The Regionalist



largely because in each of these instances
the number of jurisdictions involved were
few and the degree of socioeconomic het-
erogeneity was less. So when is a crisis a
crisis? Connecticut will answer this ques-
tion in due time; though given the campaign
rhetoric this fall, it may be a very long time.

Fears are another severe hurdle to over-
come, or at least to modify. But fears of
what? One cluster encompasses fears of
losing something—losing one’s job (local
officials); one’s capacity to dictate to local
government (state legislators and adminis-
trators); one’s sense of closeness to a com-
munity or neighborhood (a communitar-
ianist); one’s feeling of being able to
determine local policy outcomes (an aver-
age citizen); one’s sense of being separated
from “them,” “them” being the different, the
potentially dangerous, and the allegedly
destructive (a safety-seeking citizen); or
one’s special preference for smallness and
its virtues (a traditional citizen).

There also are basic fears of the un-
known: What will reform be like? How will
it work? What real benefits and liabilities
will flow from it? What can one believe about
the promises made for it? The Northeast has
precious few examples of major regional
reforms to draw on. There is the New York
Port Authority at one gigantic extreme, and
the Hartford’s Metropolitan District Com-
mission at the smaller, institutional end,
with dozens of voluntary interlocal, some-
times regional incremental, non-threaten-
ing processes in the wake of these few larger
institutional enterprises. So our experience
is meager, and the resulting fears are quite
real and not to be ignored or ridiculed.

Finally, confusion is a constraint when
confronting regional issues. Elsewhere I
have described seventeen approaches to
achieving different regional {or interlocal)
chiefly servicing goals. They included eight
relatively easy, mostly voluntary, proce-
dural devices (e.g., interlocal contracts,
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functional transfers, extra-territorial pow-
ers [not for Connecticut], and COGs—
clearly institutions, not just procedures).
They also covered six middling structural
reforms that are more difficult to attain and
more substantive in their aim (e.g., metro-
politan multi-purpose districts, a reformed
urban county, and regional single-purpose
authorities).

The remaining three options are the
tough ones, involving full-scale metropoli-
tan governmental reorganization (i.e., the
city-county merger approach; the federa-
tive, two-tier Miami-Dade alternative; and
the three-tier metropolitan council experi-
ment of the Twin Cities (Minnesota) area
and the metropolitan servicing district of
greater Portland, Oregon. The range here
is from pabulum (at the voluntary side of
the spectrum) to castor oil (on the opposite
institutional-overhaul extreme). But to the
layperson (which in this area, all of us are),
it is all very confusing.

To complicate things further, from aca-
deme come two very different schools of
public servicing philosophy. The older, more
traditional, school of thought looks back to
professors of the Progressive Era (1901-
1920), who contended that effective, efficient,
accountable government in metropolitan
areas required a single government with
professional staff, civil servants, clear lines
of control and accountability, a manager
(next to a mayor, if the latter is necessary),
and an areawide tax base—all this so that
the servicing responsibilities of the metro
government would be coterminous with the
population to be served. Economies of scale
would be achieved, and a professional,
merit-system based, municipal administra-
tion could root out the corruption of politi-
cal bosses. Moreover, no group would be
isolated from the political processes of the
region as a whole.

The second school of thought is much
more recent and generally is labeled “public
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choice” by its band of theorists. Borrowing
directly from Adam Smith, but injecting his
- free trade economic concepts into the pro-
vision of public services in contemporary
America, their basic argument is that the
government’s monopoly in providing key
services is expensive and ineffective. Alter-
natively, multiple providers should be en-
couraged by creating numerous govern-
mental units, including diverse special
districts, and contracting or even privatizing
heretofore public services. The citizen/con-
sumer of these services is the ultimate ben-
eficiary of these arrangements, and if dis-
satisfaction arises, then he or she should
move to a locality where the cost of the ser-
vicing package better reflects his or her in-
dividual preferences and the size of his or
her pocketbook.

Some have contended that this theory
is merely a description of the existing ju-
risdictional, servicing, and fiscal arrange-
ments in the typical fragmented urban area.
Public choice advocates would respond that
too many difficulties arise when establish-
ing new special districts and getting rid of
outdated ones. In addition, according to
these theorists, the large size of many cen-
tral cities, with their frequently ascendant
public sector unions, creates other prob-
lems in applying the market economy model.

Still other experts attempt to blend cer-
tain features of both contending schools of
thought, noting that services or functions
by their nature (i.e., regulation) or their lim-
ited availability (i.e., clean water, clean air,
etc.) cannot be left to competitive forces for
their provision and pricing. These services,
in effect, should be subject to monopolistic
or oligopolistic provision by authoritative
and accountable areawide governmental
bodies. Similar arguments can be made re-
garding capital-intensive, costly, high tech
functions that clearly cannot be handled
effectively on a competitive basis. With labor-
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intensive functions, on the other hand,
competition, contracting, or even eliminat-
ing the service could be a legitimate ap-
proach, though difficult to achieve under
certain circumstances.

To sum up, the reasons are ample for
the public’s confusion regarding substate
regionalism. Its multiple meanings do not
help clarify the debate, and the completely
divergent schools of thought regarding the
pros and cons of fragmentation and authori-
tative regional instrumentalities only com-
pound the problem.

A Strategy for Connecticut

Before sketching a possible substate
regional strategy for Connecticut, some of
the really distinctive features of our sys-
tem should be noted at the outset. These
include

e no middle tier of government between
the 169 cities and towns and the state
government,

o the absence of many regional or subre-
gional special districts (and an extraor-
dinary number of intramunicipal ones);

e an overall weak regard for the state’s
regional councils and regional planning
bodies, despite notable efforts of at least
four of the sixteen (see the Connecticut
Advisory Cominision on Intergovern-
mental Relations’ report of January
1994, p. 6);

o only a modest state leadership role in
substate regional undertakings and
equally modest fiscal support, especially
of late, for the state’s COGs; and

o the absence of any really deep sense of
crisis in most of the state’s regions, de-
spite the extraordinary disparities be-
tween at least four of our central cities
and their suburban neighbors.
Factors favoring somewhat greater

regionalization include
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the strength and persuasiveness of
some of our urban (and in a few cases,
rural) regions of local leadership;

the continuing difficulties of separate
servicing because of the constraints of
existing local governmental boundaries;
a growing awareness, especially among
many business and some local political
spokespersons, that interrelatedness is
the basic trait of many interlocal rela-
tional challenges; and

an ever-expanding consciousness
among state executives and legislators
of the need for authoritative, represen-
tative, regional mechanisms and proce-
dures to develop and implement areawide
policies of statewide significance.
Among the many things to avoid in any

discussion of regionalism in Connecticut are

any reference to consolidation (use
merger),

any mention of regional (use areawide)
or regional government (use areawide
representative agency or the like),

any heavy reliance on academic terms
to describe areawide conditions or cures
(e.g., externalities, economies of scale, etc.),
any denigration of existing regional
undertakings, no matter how feeble, and
any treatment of areawide agendas ex-
cept as crucial aspects of the local gov-
erning condition.

What then might be some possible sce-

narios? To answer this ultimate question,
other preliminary, clarifying questions must
be posed:

Should only the feasible be tackled, or
should what is needed in the long run
be the goal?

Should only metro areas be the focal
points, or should rural regions also be
included?

Should one reform approach be used for
all the regions, different ones for metro-
politan and rural areas, or, alternately,
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should reforms reflect the special needs

of each region?

¢ Should a private and/or public ap-
proach be used to identify issues that
require areawide handling and to dis-
cover appropriate ways to resolve them,
or should the state mandate such ex-
ercises (as it did with education) and
further require the separate regional
electorates to debate and choose from
a range of regional options?

* If the latter, should the state stipulate
a range of specific options—keeping the
status quo; strengthening various inter-
local/regional procedural approaches;
allowing regional councils to review and
approve certain state and local actions
that significantly affect a region and
providing them funding that assures
competent, high-powered staffs; or
adopting the reformed county option
with some modifications of the old
boundaries, where deemed appropriate?

¢ Finally, should an incremental, largely
functional approach, with some atten-
tion to regional councils (as was the
case with the Greater Hartford Cham-
ber of Commerce’s regional initiative
task force report), be adopted, or should
the more obvious servicing, regulatory,
administrative, and institutional issues
be confronted as an interrelated re-
gional package that needs comprehen-
sive consideration?

These are the defining questions. Some
are easy to answer, but others defy defini-
tive responses. Some of the easy questions
have the following solutions: both metro-
politan and rural areas should be included
in any effort to raise the regional conscious-
ness of Connecticut’s citizens, and seeking
the same areawide scenario for each region
seems not only arbitrary, but unrealistic
and uninformed. The remaining questions
should be answered by citizens of each
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region with assistance from the state legis-
lature and governor.

Legislation should be enacted that (1)
requires the electorates of each region to
study and report on issues that are, or have
features that are, areawide and to recom-
mend changes that would best solve the
problems requiring corrective action; (2)
establishes a regional referendum proce-
dure in which each region’s voters have the
opportunity to approve or disapprove any
changes that involve significant state and/
or local rearrangements; and (3) requires, if
necessary after referenda, local governmen-
tal implementing actions and state follow-
up actions.

A process is thus mandated here (a little
like that of Montana in the 1970s) that re-
quires metro and non-metro citizens, in
their regional capacity, to focus on their
particular areawide concerns. Reports to
appropriate state and local officials are re-
quired, and both citizen and governmental
actions are stipulated. The specifics of what
a report might recommend are left wholly
to the citizens, and processes are estab-
lished in each region to ascertain their views
on possible or actual regional issues.
Whether no, modest, or wholesale reforms
are urged is up to each region to decide.

Out of this exercise should come (if
Montana’s experience is relevant) a variety
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of different regional responses, from the
very safe to the more ambitious to perhaps
some institutional restructurings. This
would afford the citizens and elected offi-
cials a chance to observe, compare, and
contrast varying areawide experiments—
with a view toward discovering what works
best under what circumstances in which
areas. This, too, would be in harmony with
the wholly democratic character of the pro-
posed process that began with Connecti-
cut’s need to face the middle-tier gover-
nance challenge. &
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