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Because there are fifty states in the United States, essentially 
fifty different systems of local government have developed. States 
diverge tremendously in the structure and functions of their local 
governments. As examples, Connecticut and Rhode Island lack 
county government in the sense that Texas and other states use 
it. In both of those states, counties serve primarily as a method of 
reporting population for the U.S. Census. Most functions that Texans 
associate with county government are performed in Connecticut 
by township governments and in Rhode Island by cities and towns. 
Ohio and several other states maintain township governments 
to provide specific services, such as snow removal and cemetery 
maintenance. Other states, such as Georgia, maintain countywide 
school districts. Arkansas allows school district boundaries to 
cross county lines. A number of states, such as Tennessee and 
Louisiana, allow cities and counties to merge into a single local 
government, and in Virginia some cities are independent of or 
outside of counties; these cities in Virginia existed prior to the 
creation of counties after the American Revolution.

Because local governments of all types are extensions of 
a state government, a second relationship necessarily exists: 
the relationship between local governments and the national 
government in Washington, D.C. This relationship is more complex. 
The U.S. Constitution mentions explicitly only state governments 
and the national government. On a legal and technical level, then, 
local governments do not exist in the eyes of the U.S. Constitution. 
In practice, however, the national government recognizes that state 
governments and state constitutions create local governments and 
that such governments exist within states. The norm is to hold 
state governments responsible for the policies and procedures 
of their local governments. For example, if local school districts 
are unable or unwilling to comply with a federal law or federal 
court decision, the U.S. government ultimately requires the state 
government to solve the problem. A dramatic example involved 
the failure in the 1970s and 1980s of the Kansas City, Missouri, 

public school system to integrate its schools following the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling 
in favor of desegregation. The federal courts went so far as to hold the Missouri state 
government responsible for the problem and to require the use of statewide taxes to pay 
for integration of Kansas City schools.11

A federal system of government, as described in Chapter 2, exists where the powers 
of government are divided between a national government and state governments, 
with each level of government having an independent base of power. This arrangement 
contrasts with a unitary system of government in which all power is centralized and 
other levels of government are allotted power at the discretion of the central government. 
The exact division of powers in a federal system may be dual federalism, in which each 
level has distinct and separate powers, or cooperative federalism, in which the state 
governments and the national government jointly carry out some tasks.

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

  TABLE 12.1    Units of Local  
	 Government  
Compared to State Population, 2012

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.


