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Alternatives To Consolidation
If consolidation is not the answer, then what might make sense? What can the City and County do to become more efficient, more credible, more equitably financed, more responsive, more reflective of citizen interests? Options do exist, but choosing one is made difficult by the changing landscape. 

Traditional forms of taxation will be increasingly limited in the future, challenging the ability of local govern​ments to fund basic services.40 Outcries of pain will limit property tax increases. More on-line Internet sales will limit sales taxes. General discontent and business concerns will limit personal income tax increases. These limitations are a critical issue that haunts the City, the County, and many local municipalities. 

Cleveland and Ohio are known as high-tax areas. Citizens repeatedly put tax reduction at the top of their list of desires. Meeting that desire is especially difficult when the State and subsequently the County and City face reductions in revenue. Yet few citizens are willing to give up or reduce the level of service they currently receive. The citizens want the services for themselves, maybe not for others, without paying any more for them. The challenge is to create a system of government that delivers the desired level and mix of services at less cost to the taxpayers. That is an incredibly difficult assignment. 


Local governments must also contend with less money coming from the state government. The projected state deficit for next year is larger than this year's. The pressure for reduced state spending will be long-term, not just for another year. The City, the County, and the Schools will be under greater pressure to perform their duties with less expenditure. That is a challenge all must meet.


In 2000, the City of Cleveland had a combined minority population that was larger than the white population. That population has gained increas​ing political power. The minority community does not want to lose that power. Any effective alternatives must rec​ognize this and build upon it. Efforts to marginalize the minority population will not be well received. 

Another issue of great interest to the City is its continuing population loss. Even more important is the relative decline in income among Cleveland's citizens over time. Given the reversal in the economy since 2000, it is likely that poverty has again increased. Regardless, the level of poverty in Cleveland creates a high demand for services and a concomitant inability to pay for those services. 

The preferred alternative for Cleveland should address the problems facing the City and County. The preferred alternative must make government more efficient. City and County taxes must at least stabilize and at best decline substantially. The preferred alternative must not dilute minority voting-power. The hard-won offices should not be endangered by inclusion of more white voters. The preferred alternative should draw financial resources from a wider population than is currently the case. The City should be able to draw on resources from outside its boundaries. Ideally, the County will as well. The preferred alternative should increase the credibility of local government. New leaders will take steps that re-establish respect for their governments. The preferred alternative must be politically acceptable. The preferred alternative must be supported by a majority of the citizens in the involved communities. If possible, the preferred alternative would increase the economic base of the community. 

In a more refined analysis, these criteria would be spelled out far more specifically. But for purposes of this report, their more general nature allows us to cull the alternatives and suggest which among them deserve a more sophisticated evaluation. 
TABLE 1:   ALTERNATIVES TO CONSOLIDATION FOR CLEVELAND 


1 . 
Status Quo 

2. Increased Citizen Responsibility for Themselves and Others 

3. Functional Consolidation Among Governments 

4. Efficiency Gains Within City and County Government 

5. Regional Government: Four Counties 

6. Regional Cooperation On Selected Services 

7. Increased Role of State Government in Reducing Barriers to Equal Access and Opportunity 

Table 1 suggests there are many alternatives to full consolidation. These alternatives include simply keeping gov​ernment operations as they are today, making greater efforts to bring efficiencies to existing governments, seeking various forms of functional consolidation (intergovernmental cooperation), seeking limited regional government, or creating total regional government. Not on the same continuum is the option of the state government stepping in to redefine roles of local and state governments. Some of these options have little support or little chance of paying off. But they should each be examined briefly to learn a bit about their strengths and weaknesses.

No Change

The most basic alternative to consolidation is to keep everything as it is. We can keep the status quo. What will change are the actors. Aside from that, it would be business as usual. Cleveland has a long history of being slow to change. Responses in the current period can follow suit: govern the way we always have. The downside of this approach is that it has led to the problems at hand, and the landscape is changing. The state will offer the city and county less state aid and taxpayers will tire of more tax rate increases, thus forcing the city and county to operate in a somewhat different fashion. It is fiscal concerns, individual failings, and institutional failings that are driving change. The status quo has worked for decades, but now it is time to alter how Cleveland is governed. The question is: How differently should we be governed? 

Greater Citizen Responsibility

One option that seldom appears in the contemporary academic literature is that of citizens assuming greater responsibility for themselves and others in their community. If citizens do more for themselves, their neighbors, their neighborhood, and their community, there will be less need for various forms of governmental services. From the trite "It takes a village to raise a child" to calls for greater efforts with regard to neighborhood watch programs to pleas that parents become much more involved in and supportive of education, the greater the citizen involvement, the less the need for expensive governmental services. Many of these services, whatever they cost, cannot match cit​izen actions for effectiveness or efficiency. 

Functional Consolidations 

Functional consolidations are the merger of governmental services across municipal boundaries on a case-by-​case basis. They could involve the City, the County, the Cleveland Public Schools (MPS), and individual munici​palities. Examples in Cleveland might be merging the City police and County sheriff's departments, the merger of the City and County health, purchasing, intergovernmental relations, treasurer, clerk, city attorney and corporation counsel, property management, and economic development functions (Table 2). Functional consolidation could involve merging the human resource functions of the City, County, and CPS. 

TABLE 2:   EXAMPLES OF FUNCTIONS OPEN To CONSOLIDATION  

1. Police and Sheriffs Departments

2. Personnel (Employee Relations and Human Resources)

3. Purchasing (Procurement)

4. City Attorney and Corporation Counsel

5. Public Works

6. Intergovernmental Relations

7. Treasurer

8. Clerk

9. Health

10. Property Management

11. Economic Development


The City and County governments basically serve quite different functions. There are few instances in which full duplication of services can be identified. But where there may be some modest duplication, as in the functions just listed, monetary savings and efficiency gains could be obtained from the reduction of overlap. One detailed example involves the city police and county sheriff. Over the years these two law enforcement forces have separated their duties to the degree that they usually serve quite different func​tions. But combining the two departments may yield benefits that may not be imme​diately evident. 

TABLE 3 SERVICES FUNCTIONALLY CONSOLIDATED IN CHARLOTTE-ECKLENBURG 

County 

Parks and Recreation 

Storm Water Building Inspection Elections Purchasing 

Tax Administration 

Computer Services And Licensing 

City 

Planning and Zoning Police 

Solid Waste Disposal 

Storm Water 

Public Transit 

Water and Sewer 

Animal Control 

Community Relations Historic Landmarks/Districts Cable TV Regulation 

Communications 

Greater Internal Efficiency 

An option that has long been open to both the city and the county is greater internal efficiency. This involves each government examining its own operations and taking steps to make them as efficient as possible. The City under the current mayor was able to reduce the city workforce and redesign how it delivers many ser​vices. Service levels do not always remain the, but fewer workers mean fewer costs to the government. 

Regional Government: Counties 

Regional government for the four-county Cleveland area would have several advantages, were it to be imple​mented. Regional government would bring with it the ability to more easily address the issues of storm water runoff, cooperative economic development and its locations, transportation services to truly serve the region, housing pat​terns that provide alternatives for all income groups, greater equity in the fiscal support for services in the city of Cleveland, and economies of scale on particular services and purchasing. The competition among communities could be reduced. Efforts to further integrate the  counties into the Cleveland economy would be more easily accomplished. The advantages make it sound like an easy winner. 


The difficulty is that there is little political support for the concept, especially in light of the continuing heated discussions of transportation alternatives and sewers. County consolidation will not happen any time soon. Big issues are too scary to too many citizens and governments. And, as we have learned from several consolidations else​where, the expected advantages do not always materialize. Why fight for an arrangement that has a very mixed record of payoffs? Cleveland area residents are not persuaded that regional government is the answer. Moreover, the trust needed to cooperate on this scale is not present. Distrust is much more the norm. Regional government is an idea that should be placed in the hopper for future consideration.

Regional Cooperation On Select Functions 

Regional cooperation on selected services, however, has appeal. Rather than attempting wholesale change with the addition of another layer of government, an alternative is to attempt to have area counties and municipalities work on issues collectively. This approach makes a great deal of sense. In fact, we already have several examples of this form of sharing. 

If we had to pick one issue today that should be the focus of regional cooperation it would be economic devel​opment. It is arguably the most critical issue facing the area, since the economy is the lifeblood of the region. 

Increased Role of State Government 

One option that has been mentioned is to leave the municipal and county governments pretty much as they are and accept the fact that they choose to have limited shared activity. It is difficult to change roles of government, when they have been set for a century and a half. To get change, the level of government with the most power, the most resources, and the broadest view could be engaged to produce the intended results at the local level, regardless of what local municipalities attempt to do. That is this option. The state government could step in and address trans​portation, housing, economic development, tax sharing, storm water containment, and similar issues. 

The specifics of what this would involve are open. It has not been well developed. But the option is likely to imply state mandates on land development, the creation of smaller residential lots through imposition of more strin​gent zoning in developing areas, the forced sharing of tax resources across county and municipal borders, the forced consolidation of services across dictated municipal lines, quotas on the sharing of the burden of non-profit facilities, such as halfway houses and other less desirable land uses, and the like. 

To move the state to take what many citizens think are drastic actions will require a real crisis. Conditions today are challenging but not a crisis. There is not sufficient pressure to tackle these issues in a direct fashion. The history of local control is so strong that few state-level politicians would be willing to step in and approach current condi​tions differently. In fact, it is hard to imagine what conditions might have to exist before legislators would assume responsibility for solving the many problems facing Cleveland. 
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