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A final form of city government, pioneered by Galveston after the 1900 hurricane 
that devastated the city, contains a city council comprising the heads of the various 
city departments. Thus, the chief of police, chief of the fire department, commissioner 
of streets and bridges, head of the library, etc., sit as the city’s legislature to perform 
functions such as passing ordinances and developing the city’s budget. Each department 
head is elected directly by voters throughout the city. One department head is chosen 
as the presiding officer of the city council, sometimes taking on the title of mayor. This 
system, favored in the early 1900s by progressives who sought greater direct democratic 
control over city departments by voters, spread from Galveston across the country. 
However, by the 1960s, cities in Texas began reverting back to traditional mayor-
council and council-manager systems.

City Elections

The Texas state government distinguishes between general law and home rule cities 
with respect to the type of election system that a city uses. Home rule cities are 
permitted to choose from among four different election systems for elections to the 
city council. These cities may choose at-large, at-large by place, single-member district 
(SMD), or cumulative voting systems. Some cities also employ a combination of SMD 
and at-large systems.

The SMD system, discussed in Chapter 3, occurs when the city is divided into 
several election districts. The number of districts equals the number of seats on 

  FIGURE 12.4    Council-Manager Form of City Government
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