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Five Models of Regional Government and How They Work

Five models of regional government and how they work:  Regional government is as old as Greek city-states, but in recent decades a new model has emerged in America, often called "new regionalism." Strategies vary, but the basic idea is to help a region thrive by forcing a city and its suburbs to work together toward the common good. 

There are degrees of regional government, and no place - even areas that blended city and county boundaries - has merged everything. The political costs of doing away with separate fire and police departments and blending all of the school districts in a region, for example, are often too high. 

Governments have merged for a variety of reasons. Sometimes it was an overwhelming problem communities couldn't solve on their own. Other times, the state legislature stepped in and imposed change. These are some of the most common models of the new regionalism at work. 

1. CONSOLIDATED CITY AND COUNTY GOVERNMENT 
Characteristics:  City and county merge to form a single government, often led by a mayor and metro council that handles such critical services as police, fire, schools, zoning and land-use planning. 
Where it exists:  
  Louisville, Ky. 

  Indianapolis 

  Jacksonville, Fla. 

Benefits:  Bigger city, bigger image; eliminates duplicated services and enhances power to borrow money and attract business. 

Drawbacks:  Suburbs lose some control; lacks 

Benefits:  achieved by including other counties 

What it could look like here:  Cleveland and Cuyahoga County would merge into the nation's sixth-largest city, with nearly 1.4 million people. Some services, such as police protection or school districts, could remain separate. 

Comments:  This is the most visible regional reform Ñ 23 consolidations nationwide since 1945. 
2. METRO GOVERMENT 
Characteristics:  Communities and counties remain independent, but a metro council oversees regional planning, zoning and major developments. The council sometimes has taxing power and the ability to enforce decisions. 
Where it exists: 
  Miami-Dade County, Fla. 

  Minneapolis-St. Paul 

  Portland, Ore. 

Benefits:  Provides some 

Benefits:  of consolidated government without changing city boundaries; can spread across many counties. 

Drawbacks:  Can stop short of full regional cooperation; rivalries can remain. 

What it could look like here:  A regional authority with taxing power could borrow big bucks by drawing on the combined finances of municipalities from Lorain County to Lake County. The money could finance major housing, transportation and public works projects that individual communities couldn't manage by themselves. 

Comments:  This kind of change typically is imposed by voters or state government, a severe intervention that is unlikely in most places. 
3. CRISIS-SPARKED COOPERATION 
Characteristics:  A council of community leaders from neighboring counties tackles some pressing regional issues such as controlling air pollution and traffic congestion. Council lacks taxing authority and has no power to impose solutions. 
Where it exists: 
  Chicago 

  Cuyahoga County-NE Ohio 

  Denver 

Benefits:  Urgent problems can spur swift concerted regional reaction. 

Drawbacks:  A lack of enforcement power means stubborn governments can't be forced to comply. 

What it could look like here:  It already exists in some forms. A council of mayors and managers from Cuyahoga and neighboring counties meets in formal monthly sessions to address pressing regional problems such as sprawl and airport expansion. 

Comments:  Voluntary cooperation can lead to a formal metro government. 
4. BACK-SCRATCHING ARRANGEMENTS 
Characteristics:  Nearby communities cooperate in limited ways, such as collectively buying goods and services, splitting some taxes or managing arenas, museums or zoos. 
Where it exists: 
  Northeast Ohio 

  Pittsburgh 

Benefits:  Allows for some cost savings with only modest efforts. 

Drawbacks:  Does not confront regional problems. 

What it could look like here:  It already exists in a variety of forms. The Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Port Authority and the Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority are run by appointees of Cleveland and Cuyahoga County. The Cleveland Metroparks system is a regional approach to parks.
 
Comments:  Used when political will for more cooperation isn't there. 
5. COUNTY GOVERNMENT REFORM 
Characteristics:  This is not regionalism but a change in the form of county government. Commissioners are replaced by an elected county executive and a county council. Key county officials, such as auditor and engineer, are appointed, not elected. 
Where it exists: 
  Summit County 

Benefits:  Some believe a single executive can provide more consistent and effective leadership than a three-member commission. 

Drawbacks:  Does not form regional partnerships or address regional development and planning. 

What it could look like here:  We soon might know. Republicans plan to ask voters in November to create an 11-member county council and a county executive who would serve as chief county administrator. 

Comments:  Democrats, who control county government today, oppose the change. 
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