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bigger still is 
not better
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Editor’s Note: Wendell Cox is a 
nationally and internationally rec-
ognized expert on sprawl, smart 
growth, government consolida-
tion, and transportation. PSATS 
commissioned Cox to research 
and report on whether there was 
any correlation between Pennsyl-
vania’s economic woes and the 
state’s local government struc-
ture, as claimed in the brookings 
institution’s report, Back to Pros-
perity: A Competitive Agenda for 
Renewing Pennsylvania.
 Cox’s research demonstrates 
that bigger government isn’t nec-
essarily better government, merg-
ers and consolidations won’t 
solve Pennsylvania’s economic 
problems, and Pennsylvanians 
are choosing the township way of 
life for a reason.
 in this month’s column, Cox 
examines why census figures 
show a mass exodus from ma-
jor metropolitan areas, while 
Pennsylvania’s population loss 
is small compared to that of its 
neighbors.

ocal democracy is under 
siege. This has been obvious 
in Pennsylvania for some 
years, as various proposals 
have been advanced to ei-
ther consolidate townships 

or transfer their functions to the coun-
ties. 
 Pennsylvania is not alone. local 
government consolidation has been 
suggested in a number of states, espe-
cially in the Northeast and Midwest, 
where the tradition of local democracy 
is the strongest. Township governments 
(called towns in New York, New Jersey, 
and Wisconsin) provide “close to city 
hall” representation for their citizens. 
 Without a township-level govern-
ment, the people who live outside incor-
porated cities generally do not have their 
own elected representatives. Instead, 
they elect county commissioners or 
county supervisors whom they share 
with the city dwellers. The county 
elected officials oversee municipal func-

tions in the unincorporated areas at the 
same time they manage conventional 
county functions both inside and out-
side the cities. As a result, it could be 
said that residents of unincorporated 
areas are being denied direct democ-
racy. Their representatives may not be 
their own. 
 In the following examples where 
consolidation has been proposed, the 
goal was always to make local gov-
ernment more cost-effective. In each 
instance, no study had been done be-
forehand to show that a consolidated 
local government would be more cost-
effective.
	 •	In	New	York,	former	Gov.	Elliot	
Spitzer established a commission to 
make recommendations for consolida-
tions soon after he took office in 2007. 
	 •	In	New	Jersey,	Gov.	John	Corzine	
is attempting to use state aid to force 
the consolidation of governments into 
units of at least 10,000 residents. 
	 •	Illinois	established	a	local	govern-
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Facts Fail to Support  
Claim That Bigger 
Government Is Better
The push is on to consolidate local governments nation-
wide, but those who see bigger governments as the key 
to greater savings should look again. Consolidation expert 
Wendell Cox says the facts and figures from Pennsylvania 
and other states continue to show that bigger government 
still is not better.
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ment consolidation commission by state 
law to make government more cost-
effective. 
	 •	Ohio	legislators	also	proposed	a	
local government consolidation com-
mission to improve cost-effectiveness. 
	 •	This	year,	in	Indiana,	the	tax	as-
sessment responsibilities were taken 
from townships and given to counties. 
A state commission has recommended 
merging all township functions into 
counties.
 Again, there are two common ele-
ments in all of these consolidation ef-
forts. First, there is the expectation that 
eliminating townships will improve 
government’s cost-effectiveness. And 
second, the proposals have been made 
without any systematic examination of 
the financial implications. It is simply 
accepted as a given that larger govern-
ments are better than smaller ones.

The greater efficiency claim
 Almost all consolidation proposals 
are based, at least partially, on claims 
of greater efficiency. There is only one 
thing wrong with this perspective: 
It’s wrong. This can be seen clearly in 
Pennsylvania and New York, where the 
two most comprehensive proposals have 
been made.
 Pennsylvania — The media often 
repeats the mantra that Pennsylvania 
has more than 2,500 local governments. 
The mere statement of the number is 
considered sufficient to prove the point 
that a system of so many small govern-
ments is more costly. The data, how-
ever, says otherwise.
 In Pennsylvania, smaller govern-
ments, especially townships, are more 
efficient than their larger counterparts. 

Consider this:
	 •	The	smallest	2,250	local	govern-
ments serve one-half of the state’s popu-
lation. Their per capita local taxation 
was $192 in 2004.
	 •	The	largest	250	local	governments	
serve one-half of the state’s population. 
Their per capita local taxation was $348 
in 2004.
 Thus, the half of the state that has 
nine times as many local governments 
taxes less than the other half — and 
by a large margin. And it doesn’t stop 
there. The residents of smaller-govern-
ment areas subsidize those in larger-gov-
ernment areas. State aid to the larger 
governments is 25 percent higher per 
capita than to the smaller local govern-
ments. 
  This is not just an urban versus rural 
phenomenon. Pennsylvania’s smaller 
governments are more efficient in both 
metropolitan and rural areas. 
 Of course, the ultimate example of 
how the concepts of consolidation and 
government efficiency are polar oppo-

sites is demonstrated by the common-
wealth’s only consolidated city-county 
government: Philadelphia, where com-
bined core spending per capita, exclud-
ing social services, is more than double 
the state average.
 new york — If any state in the na-
tion deserves to be classified as “spend-
thrift,” it is New York, which has the 
nation’s highest state and local taxation 
per capita at $2,000. That’s 55 percent 
higher than in Pennsylvania.
 Yet, in this environment, New York’s 
smaller governments (towns and villages, 
which are incorporated enclaves within 
towns) perform admirably well. The 
state mandates so many programs at the 
local level that the local share of total 
taxation is greater than in any other 
state. New York also has perhaps the 
most expensive government employee 
bargaining act, the Taylor law. 
 Despite being captive in this costly 
environment, the towns and villages 
spend 40 percent less per capita than 
the state’s much-larger cities. New York’s 
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Despite the claim that larger govern-
ment is more efficient, Pennsyl vania’s 
smallest municipalities serve half of the 
state’s population while main taining a 
per capita tax rate that is 45 percent 
lower than that of the state’s largest 
municipalities.    

 virtually all consolidation proposals are based, at least 
   partially, on claims of greater efficiency. there is
  only one thing wrong with this perspective: It’s wrong.
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towns and villages perform heroically, 
spending near the national average 
per capita of local governments. As in 
Pennsylvania, smaller units of local gov-
ernment in New York perform better 
both inside and outside metropolitan 
areas.
 In another similarity to the com-
monwealth, New York’s only consoli-
dated city-county government, the City 
of New York, spends 75 percent more 
per capita, excluding social services, 
than the statewide average. Once again, 
the facts speak for themselves: Govern-
ment consolidation and government 
efficiency are incompatible.
 These results are not unusual. Gov-
ernment consolidation is generally 
associated with higher levels of public 
spending. It has proved to be exceeding-
ly costly in Toronto, where expectations 

 For more information about 
the cost-efficiency of local gov-
ernments versus larger regional 
ones, check out these two reports 
by consolidation expert Wendell 
Cox:
 • Growth, Economic Develop-
ment, and Local Government 
Structure in Pennsylvania — this 
2005 response to a brookings 
institution report refutes with hard 
facts the claim that local govern-
ments are less cost-effective than 
larger, more regional ones. To view 
the report, log onto www.psats.org 

reports show smaller government 
equals greater efficiency

and scroll down to the report on the 
home page or call PSATS at (717) 
763-0930.
 • Government Efficiency: The 
Case for Local Control — in this 
may 2008 report, Cox again uses 
clear data to show how local gov-
ernments are more effective in 
many ways, including cost efficien-
cies, than their larger counterparts. 
To view the report, log onto www.
nytowns.org and click on the report 
title on the home page or call The 
Association of Towns of the State of 
New York at (518) 465-7933. 

of savings were soon swamped by se-
verely escalating costs. In los Angeles, I 
was pleased to help stop, at least tempo-
rarily, a consolidation of transportation 
agencies in the 1980s. When consolida-

tion finally occurred (after I had left one 
of the boards that was later merged), costs 
rose sharply. 
 Often, the most well-meaning public 
officials see government consolidation 
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as a way to save money. It would help if 
they took a closer look.

Land use planning
 The consolidation agenda has been 
driven by more than money in Penn-
sylvania. land use planning is another 
factor. The consolidators would like to 
take local land use policy away from 
townships and substitute regional plan-
ning. Fortunately, the effort has thus 
far been unsuccessful, and that’s to the 
commonwealth’s benefit. 
 As neighboring states established 
strongly consolidated land use plan-
ning, Pennsylvania began to prosper. 
land was rationed for development 
under these more restrictive planning 
regimes, and places like Maryland, New 
Jersey, and New York were unable to ac-
commodate the new demand for hous-
ing. As a result, prices exploded. 
 Not so in Pennsylvania, where local 
government-led land use policies were 
able to accommodate the demand with-
out materially increasing housing costs 
relative to incomes. The result is that 
since 2000, six of the 10 Northeastern 
counties with the largest domestic in-
migration have been in Pennsylvania. 
Indeed, over the past two years, only 
New Hampshire has grown faster than 
the Keystone State. 
 Finally, Pennsylvania’s large, overly 
regulated neighbors — New York, New 
Jersey, and Maryland — have lost more 
than 1.8 million residents to other 
states since 2000. Pennsylvania has lost 
as well, but on a much smaller scale — 
less than 40,000. For anyone interested 
in a better Pennsylvania, it is clear that 
maintaining a decentralized local de-
mocracy system of governance is key.
 The same holds true for New York, 
Ohio, Illinois, and New Jersey. Fortu-
nately, efforts to weaken or destroy local 
democracy have not proceeded in most 
states, except for the consolidation of 
tax assessors in Indiana. But there is a 
need to be vigilant. The long tradition 
of local governance gives Northeastern 
and Midwestern states an important 
competitive advantage. Without the 
local oversight that keeps spending 
under control, however, these areas of 
the country, which are so consumed by 
high taxes and spending, would be far 
less competitive. F


	Pages from PA Township News_November
	Pages from PA Township News_November-7.pdf



