
Local governments are not evenly spread out 
geographically, either. They range from villages 
covering less than a square mile to counties that 
cover nearly 125,000 square miles. Within or 
adjacent to their borders may be mountains, 
deserts, beaches, urban centers, or vast stretches 
of nothingness. These differences help explain 
why some local governments are interested in 
maintaining subways and others worry about 
maintaining clean beaches.

Political and cultural traditions also vary at the 
local level. For instance, the degree of loyalty that 
citizens display toward a local governing entity 
often depends on whether they personally iden-
tify with the area or whether they ignore their 
membership and regard the area as an artificial 
construct. Put another way, a Manhattanite prob-
ably feels more community pride than, say, a user 
of the Buncombe County, North Carolina, 
Metropolitan Sewer District.

Despite all these differences, however, there 
are only three general forms of local government 
in the United States: counties, municipalities, and 
special districts. Counties traditionally are 
viewed as geographical and administrative sub-
divisions of states. The exact definition of a 
municipality varies from state to state, although 
municipalities generally are political units that 
are distinguished geographically from counties 

State All Government County Municipal
Town or 

Township
School 

Districts All Special Districts

Pennsylvania 4,897 66 1,015 1,546 514 2,270

Rhode Island 133 — 8 31 4 94

South Carolina 678 46 270 — 83 362

South Dakota 1,983 66 311 907 152 699

Tennessee 916 92 345 — 14 479

Texas 5,147 254 1,214 — 1,079 3,679

Utah 622 29 245 — 41 348

Vermont 738 14 43 237 291 444

Virginia 518 95 229 — 1 194

Washington 1,900 39 281 — 295 1,580

West Virginia 659 55 232 — 55 372

Wisconsin 3,128 72 596 1,255 440 1,205

Wyoming 805 23 99 — 55 683

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 Census of Governments, http://www.census.gov/govs/cog/.

government. That number can be misleading 
because local governments are not evenly spread 
out demographically. Hawaii has relatively few 
local governments. Think of a municipality such 
as a city as a type of corporation, specifically an 
organization incorporated under state law to pro-
vide government services to a community. Think 
of a county as just a geographic subdivision of 
state government. By those definitions, Hawaii 
has no incorporated municipalities, just four coun-
ties and the consolidated city-county government 
of Honolulu. Georgia, on the other hand, has 153 
counties, and all of them are vested with munic-
ipal-like powers. The same types of local govern-
ments can serve wildly different sorts and sizes 
of population. The city of New York, for example, 
has a resident population of more than 8 million. 
The city of Hove Mobile Park, North Dakota, has 
a population of one. No, that’s not a typo. Hove 
Mobile Park is an incorporated municipality 
whose entire population consists of an elderly 
woman living in a trailer park.5

Municipalities
Political jurisdictions, such as cities, villages, or towns, incorporated 
under state law to provide governance to defined geographical areas; 
more compact and more densely populated than counties

Counties
Geographical subdivisions of state government
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