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economic development, ports, airports, libraries, and fire pro-
tection. For example, residents of the Cypress-Fairbanks area of 
northwest Harris County have at least eight local governments 
governing their lives, providing necessary services and levy-
ing taxes to fund those services. These separate and distinct 
local governments include the Cypress-Fairbanks Independent 
School District, Harris County Flood Control District, Port 
of Houston Authority, Harris County Hospital District, Lone 
Star Community College District, Harris County Education 
Department, Harris County Emergency Services District 9, and 
a municipal utility district. One reason for the large number of 
local governments is that Texas’s counties often do not provide 
the same services that counties in other states provide. In the 
absence of strong county governments, Texans have found other 
ways to obtain the services they desire, in part by creating many 
other types of local governments.

Texas has the second-highest number of local govern-
ments of any state in the United States (see Table 12.1), rank-
ing behind another large-population state, Illinois, and ahead 
of Pennsylvania and California. On one hand, large-population 
states may be expected to generate more local governments. 
However, comparing the total number of local governments 
to the size of the population shows that Texas has 20.5 local 
governments for every 100,000 residents. This ratio is lower 
than many other states in the region, such as Oklahoma, which 
has a significantly smaller population. Therefore, for a state the 
size of Texas, we may have fewer local governments than other 
states. As a result, Texans may have a lower level of public ser-
vices, such as water, sewer, and trash collection, or Texas may 
rely on fewer governments to provide the same services that 
residents of other states receive.

The common characteristic of all of these local govern-
ments is that each exists as an arm of the state government. 
Regardless of the type of local government, all local governments are creatures of the 
state government, a concept known as Dillon’s Rule. In an 1868 case before the Iowa 
Supreme Court, Justice John Forrest Dillon affirmed the principle that local govern-
ments have only those powers specifically granted to them by the states.6 The U.S. 
Supreme Court later echoed this view. The Court ruled that states may change the 
powers of their cities, even if the residents living in the city do not approve.7 By exten-
sion, this concept applies to all forms of local government within a state, including 
county governments and special districts.

In other words, the powers, duties, and very existence of each and every local gov-
ernment are determined by the state government. This legal status exists between local 
governments and their respective state government in every state in the country. As an 
illustration, during the financial crisis of 2008–2012, when several cities in Michigan 
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  Table 12.1  	� Units of Local 
Government  
Compared to State 
Population, 2012

Number of Local Governments

State Number
Governments Per 

100,000 People

Top Five 

Illinois
Texas
Pennsylvania
California
Ohio

6,963
5,147
4,897
4,425
3,842

54.4
20.5
38.6
11.9 
33.4 

Bottom Five

Delaware
Nevada
Alaska
Rhode Island
Hawaii

339
191
177
133

  21

37.7
  7.1
  1.5
25.3
  1.5

States Bordering Texas

Oklahoma
Arkansas
Louisiana
New Mexico

1,852
1,556

529
863

52.9
53.7
11.8
41.1

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census of Governments, “Local 
Governments by Type and State: 2012,” http://www2.census.gov/
govs/cog/2012/formatted_prelim_counts_23jul2012_2.pdf, table 2 
(accessed August 14, 2014); population per 100,000; calculated by 
authors. 
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