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¨ CHAPTER THREE OUTLINE 
I. Local Politics in Context 


We must understand American federalism to put cities, counties, and special 
districts (the grassroots governments) in the proper context. 


A. Local Governments and Federalism 
Local governments are the units of government that actually deliver the 
services deemed necessary by most Texans for the quality of their daily 
lives: drinking water, transportation, police and fire protection, public 
education, and the like. Local governments may receive part of their 
money from the state or national governments, and they must obey the 
laws and constitutions of both (Dillon’s Rule). Because the territories of 
local governments often overlap, federalism (intergovernmental 
relations) is important to understand. 


B. Grassroots Challenges 
Local governments are facing increasingly diverse challenges while 
becoming increasingly diverse themselves. Citizens have many 
opportunities to participate in local government, but few actually take 
part. Most citizens see local government as less important than national 
government. 


« How Do We Compare…in Employees and Spending at the State and 
Local Levels? 


I I .  M u n i c i p a l  G o v e r n m e n t s  
Whether taxing residents, arresting criminals, collecting garbage, providing 
public libraries, or repairing streets, municipalities determine how millions of 
Texans live. 


A. Legal Status of Municipalities 
The powers of municipal government are outlined and restricted by 
municipal charters, state and national constitutions, and statutes. Local 
voters must decide the legal designation of their city. 
• General-Law City: A community with a population of 201 or 


more may become a general-law city by adopting a charter 
prescribed by a general law enacted by the Texas Legislature. 


• Home-Rule City: A city with a population of greater than 5,000 
may, by majority vote of their residents, adopt, amend, or repeal 
a locally drafted charter. 
o Flexibility 


Every home-rule city may determine its own form and 
powers of city government, with more flexibility of 
taxing powers, as long as it does not violate state laws or 
the constitution. 


o Management 
Home-rule cities are better able to cope with their own 
particular problems. Home-rule cities may exercise three 
powers not held by the state government: recall, 
initiative, and referendum. 








B. Forms of Municipal Government 
Four principal forms of municipal government are in operation in the 
United States and in Texas. 


1. Strong Mayor-Council. The strong mayor-council form of 
municipal government provides for a centralized authority to 
manage the complex problems of urban areas. Most of the 
nation’s largest cities use this form of local government. 
However, only Houston and Pasadena, among Texas’s largest 
cities, have adopted variations of it. 


2. Weak Mayor-Council. In the weak mayor-council form, the 
mayor is one of several city executives responsible to the 
electorate. None of the ten largest cities in Texas uses this form 
of municipal government. Once popular in smaller communities 
throughout the nation, it is now being abandoned because of the 
diffuse executive structure. The more power centers there are, 
the more difficult problem solving becomes. 


3. Council-Manager. The council-manager form of municipal 
government has become the most popular among home-rule 
cities in Texas since it appeared in 1913. The council appoints a 
city manager to be responsible for budget coordination and 
policy implementation. A separately elected mayor who presides 
over the council but has no other powers may be a part of the 
structure. The form prevails in the majority of Texas’s home-rule 
cities. 


4. Commission. The commission form of municipal government 
lacks a chief executive, as each commissioner has administrative 
responsibility over a specific department. No Texas home-rule 
city currently has a pure commission form of government, 
though a few general-law towns and villages have variations on 
this structure. 


C. Municipal Politics 
Although municipal elections in Texas are nonpartisan elections, 
politics is not eliminated from local government. 


1. Rules Make a Difference. All city and special district elections 
are nonpartisan in Texas. However, party politics is, again, 
becoming important in some city elections. More and more 
Texas cities are changing from an at-large election or place 
system to a single-member district election or cumulative 
voting system. 


« Point/Counterpoint:  Should Term Limits Be Instituted for City 
Council Members and the Mayor? 


2. Socioeconomic Changes. Texas’s increasing levels of 
urbanization, education, and economic development have made 
the state more diverse, economically, culturally, and politically 
(more pluralist in political science terminology). For example, 
there are more Latino elected officials in Texas than in any other 
state, with most of them serving at the local level. 








D. Municipal Services 
In the eyes of most citizens and city officials, the major job of city 
government is to provide basic services that affect people’s day-to-day 
lives: police and fire protection, streets, water, sewer and sanitation, and 
perhaps parks and recreation. Municipalities also regulate important 
aspects of our lives, notably zoning, construction, food service, and 
sanitation. 


« Students in Action: Win-Win: A Tale of Two Internships 


E. Municipal Government Revenue 
Municipal governments may raise funds from a variety of sources 
including taxes, fees, and borrowing. 


1. Taxes. Cities are limited to raising funds from three tax sources: 
property, occupation, and sales. The two largest tax sources in 
Texas—the sales and property tax—are limited by state law. 
Cities also receive a share of some state-collected taxes. 


2. Fees. Cities may collect a franchise fee from various privately 
owned public utilities, fees for issuing certain licenses and 
permits, and fees for services provided. 


3. Bonds. Money for capital improvements (such as construction of 
city buildings or parks) and emergencies (such as flood or 
hurricane damage) often must be obtained through the sale of 
municipal bonds. The Texas Constitution allows cities to issue 
bonds, but any bond issued to be repaid from taxes must be 
approved by the voters. 


4. Property Taxes and Tax Exemptions. Property owners pay 
taxes on the value of their homes and businesses not just to the 
city but to the county, the school district, and often other special 
districts. 


5. The Bottom Line. In response to pressure against raising 
property tax rates, municipal governments sometimes refrain 
from increased spending, cut services or programs, or find new 
revenue sources. 


F. Generating Revenue for Economic Development 
Following a national trend, some Texas cities are trying to spur 
development by attracting businesses through tax incentives. Some cities 
have created tax reinvestment zones (TRZs) that promise to produce 
revenue at some date in the future through tax increment financing. This 
is due to the fact that state and federal appropriation to assist cities are 
shrinking, which is another example of the important role federalism 
plays. 


« How Do We Compare…in Funding Services at State and Local 
Levels? 


I I I .  C o u n t i e s  
Counties are an interesting set of contradictions. They are technically an arm of 
the state, created to serve its needs, but both county officials and county residents 
see them as local governments and resent any state “interference.” 








A. Structure and Operation 
Almost every county official is directly elected by the people and serves 
a four-year term. Their elections are partisan, and there are no term 
limits. All of the 254 counties in Texas have the same structure 
regardless of size or population. A few counties have been able to make 
small changes through constitutional amendments. Governing power is 
decentralized in all counties. 


1. Commissioners Court. The Commissioners court consists of a 
county judge (elected at large) and four commissioners (each 
elected from a single-member district). The court is staggered, 
with two commissioners voted in every two years. Despite the 
use of the term court, there is no judicial function. Its major 
function is to adopt the county budget and set tax rates. It is also 
responsible for conducting elections, and many commissioners 
serve as road and bridge commissioner in their precincts. 


2. County Judge. The county judge is the most prestigious officer 
of the county. The judge fills vacancies in the commissioners 
court and may act as county budget officer. The judge has 
essentially no formal authority over other elected county 
officials. The county judge also presides over the county court—
a law court that tries certain criminal misdemeanors, smaller 
civil, and probate cases. There is no requirement that the county 
judge be an attorney—simply that he be learned in the law (See 
Chapter 10). 


3. County Attorney and District Attorney. The county attorney 
is the chief legal officer of the county (unless there is a resident 
district attorney). 


4. County Sheriff. The county sheriff is the chief law enforcement 
officer who is also responsible for the county jail and the hiring 
of deputies. In practice, the sheriff’s office commonly focuses on 
crime in unincorporated areas and leaves law enforcement in 
cities primarily to the municipal police. 


5. Law Enforcement and Judges. Counties	
  have	
  a	
  number	
  of	
  
officials	
  associated	
  with	
  the	
  justice	
  system.	
  The	
  judicial	
  role	
  
of	
  the	
  constitutional	
  county	
  judge	
  varies.	
  In	
  smaller	
  counties,	
  
the	
  county	
  judge	
  may	
  exercise	
  considerable	
  judicial	
  role,	
  
handling	
  probate,	
  small	
  civil	
  cases,	
  and	
  serious	
  
misdemeanors.	
  In	
  addition	
  to	
  the	
  sheriff	
  and	
  county	
  and	
  
district	
  attorneys	
  discussed	
  above,	
  there	
  are	
  the	
  district	
  
court	
  clerk,	
  justices	
  of	
  the	
  peace,	
  and	
  constables.	
  The	
  
district	
  court	
  clerk	
  maintains	
  records	
  for	
  the	
  county	
  and	
  
district	
  courts.	
  	
  


6. County Clerk and County Tax Assessor-Collector. The 
county clerk keeps records and handles various paperwork 
chores for both the county court and the commissioners court. 
They also file legal documents (such as deeds, mortgages, and 
contracts) in the county’s public records and maintain the 
county’s vital statistics (birth, death, and marriage records). The 








county tax assessor-collector is responsible for the collection of 
the county property tax and certain state fees, including the 
license tag fees for motor vehicles. 


7. Treasurer and Auditor. The county treasurer receives and 
pays out all funds authorized by the commissioners court. The 
county auditor is involved with checking the account books of 
all county officials to determine if county funds were spent in 
accordance with the law. 


B. County Finance 
The county’s ability to tax and, to a lesser extent, to spend is limited by 
the state constitution. 


1. Taxation. The Texas Constitution authorizes county 
governments to collect taxes on property, and that is usually their 
most important revenue source. Although occupations may also 
be taxed, none of the counties implement that provision. 


2. Revenues from Nontax Sources. Counties receive small 
amounts of funds from various sources that add up to an 
important part of their total revenue, including federal grants-in-
aid, vehicle motor taxes and fees, revenue from liquor sales, and 
revenue from traffic fines. 


3. Tax Incentives and Subsidies. Like cities, a commissioners 
court may grant tax abatements (reductions or suspensions) on 
taxable property, reimbursements (return of taxes paid), or tax 
increment financing (TIF; the use of future gains in property 
value to finance current development projects) to attract or retain 
businesses. 


4. The Bottom Line. Despite various revenue sources, Texas 
counties, like other units of local government, are pressured to 
raise property taxes or to balance their budgets by eliminating or 
reducing programs and services. 


5. Expenditures. The state restricts county expenditures in certain 
areas and mandates spending in others. Yet patterns of spending 
vary considerably from county to county. The biggest variation 
is between rural and metropolitan counties. Smaller counties 
spend a large portion of their budget on public safety and roads 
and little on social services and urban amenities in comparison to 
larger counties. 


C. County Government Reform 
Texas counties suffer various problems: rigid structure and duties fixed 
in state constitution and statutes; inefficiency related to too many elected 
officials and the lack of merit systems for hiring employees; and too little 
money. One often-suggested reform is county home rule to give counties 
more ability to organize and operate in accordance with local needs and 
wishes. While that would allow counties to better meet community 
demands, research suggests that it tends to increase county spending. 
Texas is one of thirteen states that does not grant home rule to counties.  








D. Border Counties 
In recent years, there has been unprecedented population growth in 
Texas’s counties near the Rio Grande because of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and immigration. The counties along 
the Mexican border area between El Paso and Brownsville are among the 
most impoverished places in the country and reside in colonias, which 
are depressed housing settlements often without running water or even 
sewage systems. The border counties are ill-equipped to deal with the 
challenges they face, including illegal immigration, colonias, drug 
trafficking, and drug-gang violence from Mexico. 


I V .  S p e c i a l  D i s t r i c t s  
Special districts are created by an act of the legislature or, in some cases, by 
local ordinance and usually have a single function. They fall into two categories: 
school districts and noneducation special districts. 


A. Public School Districts 
Independent school districts (ISDs), locally elected boards that 
exercise powers conferred on them by the Texas legislature, constitute 
the most numerous of the special districts. The board hires the school 
superintendent, who is responsible for the district’s education. In keeping 
with the individualistic political culture that dominates the state of Texas, 
school boards have been given increased local autonomy over some 
decisions since 1995. However, school districts are governed by the 
Texas Education Agency and the federal government as well. As a result, 
school districts can make local educational policy, but must keep it 
within the context of the substantial limits, mandates, and influences that 
come from the state and federal governments. 


B. Junior or Community College Districts 
There are fifty junior college or community college districts, some 
with multiple campuses. These institutions provide the first two years of 
college as well as various technical and vocational programs and 
traditionally charge a lower tuition rate than four-year schools. A locally 
elected board of trustees sets the property tax rate, issues bonds, and 
approves the budget. Community colleges, like state universities and 
technical colleges, are funded by state appropriations, tuition and fees, 
and small amounts of federal aid and private donations. 


C. Noneducation Special Districts 
Texas has almost 2,300 noneducation special districts that have been 
created for the following areas: water, sewage, parks, irrigation, housing, 
fire protection, and the like. There are a variety of reasons why Texas has 
so many special districts, but three stand out: (1) some problems cut 
across city and county boundaries; (2) challenges of taking on new tasks; 
(3) personal profit. 


V .  M e t r o p o l i t a n  A r e a s  
Approximately 88 percent of the population of Texas lives in metropolitan areas. 
Metropolitan problems are increasing because of this rapid growth in population. 








One way to deal with areawide problems would be metro government 
(consolidation of local governments into “one umbrella” government for the 
entire metropolitan area). 


A. Councils of Governments (COGs)  
Councils of Governments (COGs) are voluntary organizations 
composed of representatives of local governments organized to perform 
regional planning activities and deliver services requested by local 
governments. Membership may be necessary or helpful in obtaining state 
or federal grants. COGs also provide a forum for local government 
leaders to share information and coordinate their efforts. 


B. Municipal Annexation 
In 1963, the Texas Legislature enacted a municipal annexation law that 
gave cities extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ), which meant they have 
limited authority outside their city boundaries. As a result, state law 
allows cities to annex territory beyond their corporate limits. This has 
become controversial as cities annex unincorporated areas. 


V I .  C o n c l u s i o n  
Local governments and the policies they implement play a huge role in the day-to-day lives 
of Texans. However, what local governments do is heavily shaped by formal rules, 
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