
Let’s Revisit: What’s at Stake…
Officials in Arizona were stymied by the problem of 

undocumented workers crossing illegally into their state 

from Mexico. In an effort to deal with it, then-governor 

Janet Napolitano (later, secretary of homeland security 

from 2009 to 2013) signed a bill in 2007 that would crack 

down on employers who hire undocumented workers and 

efficient jurisdictions. If they let their roads go, allow 
building without green spaces, or permit too much pollu-
tion, they will lose people and businesses to other places. 
Thus the competition among cities and states stands as a 
continuing incentive for policy innovation. It means that 
city managers, mayors, state legislators, and governors are 
constantly on the lookout for better ways to serve their citi-
zens. Then when more effective programs are developed 
and tested, they generally spread quickly to other 
locations.95

Intergovernmental  
Cooperation

Citizens’ abilities to choose and move among states and 
localities increases competition between those regions, but 
the increased competition also highlights areas of coopera-
tion in solving common problems. Cooperation and 
communication are often facilitated by the intergovern-
mental associations that bring together individuals in 
similar circumstances to share information and to develop 
cooperative solutions to common problems. The number of 
formal associations of different officers, regions, levels of 
government, and policy interests among the states and 
cities is quite amazing. Along with the improved capacities 
of the state legislatures and the governors, the organiza-
tions of intergovernmental cooperation are an important 
element in equipping the states and localities to deal with 
the increasing challenges of devolution.

Almost every component, activity, and office of state 
government has its own national association. Heading this 
list is the National Governors Association (NGA), of which 
former president Bill Clinton was chair while he was 
governor of Arkansas. It provides a forum for the exchange 
of ideas among the nation’s governors, but it also has 
become an important influence in its own right. At its 2014 
meeting in Nashville, Tennessee, the governors made a 
strong bipartisan argument for Congress to move ahead 
with the stalled national transportation funding. Pressure 

from the governors was likely at least partially influential in 
getting Congress to pass the funding for the Highway Trust 
Fund, albeit at reduced levels.

The Council of State Governments provides a wide 
array of services and information for the states, as does the 
National Conference of State Legislatures. At the local 
level the National Municipal League has long been an 
effective forum for the cities. In addition, cooperation is 
fostered by policy area–specific associations like the Educa-
tional Commission of the States, which provides analyses 
and information to the state governments on all sorts of 
questions about educational finance and policy trends. 
Similar associations exist in most of the major policy areas. 
Governments cooperate on a regional basis as well.

There are also dozens of interstate compacts, which are 
agreements between two or more states, requiring congres-
sional approval to form an organization to manage a 
common resource such as a seaport or public transportation 
infrastructure. The Port Authority of New York and New 
Jersey and the Washington Metropolitan Area Transporta-
tion Authority (Maryland, Virginia, and Washington, D.C.) 
are just two examples.

Intergovernmental cooperation even extends beyond our 
national boundaries. States and cities along both the 
Mexican and Canadian borders have entered into associa-
tions and agreements with their sister governments across 
the border to address common problems. Following the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the Border Legisla-
tive Conference was organized. It provides state legislators 
in Mexico and the United States a mechanism to promote 
collaboration and communication on common problems 
facing the U.S.-Mexico border region. It was fostered by 
existing state legislative organizations and is funded with 
grants from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development.96

Although states and localities may cooperate on many 
dimensions, the bottom line of their relationships is compe-
tition for citizens, businesses, and resources. This gives citi-
zens a unique method of influencing state and local 
policy—the power of the consumer to purchase a 
competing product—that is not available to them as 
national citizens.

In Your Own Words » Describe the relationships 
between citizens and their state and local governments.

interstate compacts agreements between two or 
more states, frequently formed to manage a common 
resource
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