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Census of Governments

How Much is Too Much
Local Government?

The Many Layers of Illinois
Local Government
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Township government can be a good example of this.
At the township level, many services are performed
by part-time or volunteer officials. Performing those
same services using county officials would likely come
with a higher price tag.

When it comes to local units of government, more
is not always better. But, deciding “how much is too
much?” is complicated. Keep reading to learn more.
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The lack of visibility into government at the local level
is also concerning. Even though it’s considered the
closest to the people, local government’s multiple
layers and sprawling structure make it difficult for
residents and the media to track. In fact, the average
citizen is likely more familiar with state and federal
government activities. On the flip side, talking to a
local official might be as easy as knocking on your
neighbor’s door.
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Local government is largely funded by property taxes.
It’s reasonable to assume funding so many units of
government can drive up property taxes. In some
cases, that’s true. However, there are situations where
the unit of government closest to the service can
meet citizen needs more efficiently and with less cost
than a more remote unit.
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As a result of this high density, many Illinois' residents
have six or more layers of government serving their
local area. That can translate to less transparency and
engagement. That number also impacts property
taxes.
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This edition of LINK analyzes the state’s large number
of local government units, highlights relevant Illinois
Farm Bureau policy and explores some tools for
boosting government efficiency.
Counties, townships, school districts and community
college districts are among the local government
units easily found across the state. It’s also common to
live in an area served by a municipality, fire protection
district and library and park and recreation districts,
just to name a few.

Carroll

go

e
on
Bo

Illinois tops the charts when it comes to number
of local units of government. According to the U.S.
Census of Governments, that number is 6,918. Coming
in second place with 5,148 units is Texas. Rounding
out the top five are Pennsylvania, California and Ohio.
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Number of Local Governments
99-543

48-67

68-98

29-47

8-28

U.S. Census Bureau | U.S. Department of Commerce Economics
and Statistics Administration
Prepared by the Geography Division
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Engage Members and Officials on Local Government Policy
Our grassroots policy is the driving force behind Illinois
Farm Bureau action on issues impacting the local, state and
federal levels. When it comes to the local level, few things
are more important than the structure and authority of our
many units of government. As we see continued growth
in this area, these policies need to be evaluated to best
support the needs and interests of members.

Throughout the IFB policy book there is language
supporting:

The reasons why all of Illinois’ record-setting number of
local government bodies were created is likely nearly as
numerous as the bodies themselves. While each unit has a
purpose and eliminating that unit could create a gap, there
are also times when government bodies and services are
layered on top of one another, creating duplication and a
lack of transparency.

• Maximizing efficiency and eliminating waste in all units
of government.

Opportunities to evaluate need, reduce duplication,
increase efficiency and ultimately save costs have drawn
the interest of plenty of government leaders and special
interest groups.
If IFB members would like to weigh in on the positives and
negatives of the various local government bodies operating
near them, getting involved in IFB policy discussions could
be useful.

As a policy discussion topic,
local government is an area where we can engage
our members, leaders and local officials.

• The assignment of responsibility for government
services to that unit of general government which best
serves the people and can economically provide the
service.

• Permitting consolidation of additional county functions
between counties.
• Allowing counties to eliminate the office of Township
Assessor by a county-wide referendum in which a
majority of voters in the county and a majority of voters
in the majority of townships approve.
As you read through this publication and learn more about
local government structure, consider our current policy and
the direction of future policy.

Units Of Local Government By State
2017 Census of Governments
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Source: 2017 U.S. Census of Government. Conducted every five years, the next U.S. Census of Government will occur in 2022.
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The Rocky Run-Wilcox Township building was renovated in 2020. The manpower, equipment and resources that led to the update would
not have been possible without consolidation, according to Township Clerk Joanne Beeler.

Working Smarter, Not Harder, Helps Townships Serve Rural Residents
It’s no secret that Illinois’ state budget crisis continues to
burden taxpayers. Pair that with more units of government
than any other state and it’s no wonder that voters often
question whether the many layers of representation are
necessary.
But improving government efficiency isn’t as simple as
dissolving the responsibilities of township, county and
municipal government. Tools like intergovernmental
agreements and consolidations often offer better financial
solutions that also benefit communities.
“One of the things I always come back to is the purpose
of government,” said Jerry Crabtree, executive director
of Township Officials of Illinois (TOI). “The purpose of
government is that it provides services that individuals are
unable to provide for themselves and that are determined
by community support.”
In the case of township government, Illinois statute
mandates each unit must provide property assessments,
road and bridge maintenance and general assistance.
General services vary by region and include food bank
programs, after school programs, senior care and public
transportation projects.
The role of local government was designed to meet the
needs of both urban and rural communities, which became
increasingly important for Illinois residents in all parts of the
uniquely shaped and largely agrarian state.

"Efficiencies today are driven
by intergovernmental
agreements."

Jerry Crabtree,
Executive Director
of Township Officials of Illinois

For similar reasons, 19 other states also operate under the
township form of government.
In Illinois, 85% of township governments represents
populations of fewer than 5,000.
“Community services are so vital,” he explained. “In our
area of township government, some of these services could
not be handled by another unit of government, and some
of the deficiencies that are targeted (for elimination or
consolidation) are mainstays.”
The more than 72,000 miles of road maintained by
township government across the state is a prime example
where Crabtree said resources are always needed.
On average, between 2% and 3% of an Illinois township
residents' property tax bill goes towards funding
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"Overall, being able to
combine funds has been
helpful because it has
increased our tax base, which
means (our office has) twice
the funds coming in."

Joanne Beeler,
Rocky Run-Wilcox
Township clerk

township government, he said. That’s an average cost of
approximately $30 to $90 per household per year.
Because of the relatively low cost to residents, Crabtree said
it’s often more expensive to eliminate townships because
they provide community services at cheaper costs than
other options.
Yet some overlapping responsibilities between different
levels of government mean taxes may not be used
efficiently. That’s where intergovernmental agreements and
consolidation can be used to save cost and provide better
community programs.
“With any consolidation effort, the question to answer
is whether or not the unit of government absorbing the
programs and services can maintain them at the same level
as the previous entity,” said Crabtree. “Blanket consolidation
is not the answer; the decision should be made at the local
level.”
“It’s easier to give something to a community, rather than
take it away,” he added.
A good case for consolidation is when the combination
of manpower, equipment and other resources improves
community programs without eliminating essential

Local Government Efficiency

services. Those reasons led voters in Rocky Run Township
and Wilcox Township in Hancock County to form a new,
shared township in 2016.
Joanne Beeler, who serves as the Rocky Run-Wilcox
Township clerk, said the decision was made when board
members of the original townships were ready to retire, but
there weren’t enough residents to fill their board positions.
Forming one board between the two groups made sense
and also promised additional advantages.
“Overall, being able to combine funds has been helpful
because it has increased our tax base, which means (our
office has) twice the funds coming in. That’s given us
enough to purchase better equipment that will stay better
longer and require less maintenance,” said Beeler.
Having more staff to serve a wider area has also been a plus.
“I would definitely say it’s been efficient,” she said.
In the last five years, Crabtree has seen collaboration
become more frequent as budgets have continued to
tighten across all levels of government. He expects the
trend will continue but cautions against changes solely
based on finances.
“Our office has never been opposed to consolidation if
it makes economic sense,” said Crabtree. “Efficiencies
today are driven by intergovernmental agreements…but
eliminating townships would in no way solve the property
tax issue in Illinois as it’s such a low percentage of the
overall bill.”
Beeler encouraged other townships to do their research
before making any major changes to structure. Because the
projects are multi-year and don’t happen overnight, she
said it’s important to reach out to others to find out what
has and hasn’t worked well.
“You definitely need to have your ducks in a row,” she said.
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Pros and Cons of Township Government
As we evaluate our policy relative to the large number of
local units of government in Illinois, consider the questions,
“how much is too much?” and “what are the benefits and
drawbacks of so much government?”

Township government is a general-purpose unit that is
often in the spotlight when these types of questions are
raised. As we consider our own policy, using township
government as an example, take a look at some of the pros
and cons of layering units of government and services.

BENEFITS

DRAWBACKS

Township government is close to the people and
generally easily accessible – officials are likely to be your
neighbors or acquaintances. It is most often aware of
conditions and needs within the township and can quickly
respond to those needs. The township’s Annual Town
Meeting is the closest thing to a true democratic process
still found in any unit of government in Illinois.

While townships are empowered under Illinois statutes
to provide a wide range of services, few downstate
townships exercise many of those authorities. For the
most part, particularly in rural areas, townships’ major
functions are providing roads and administering General
Assistance funding. The 1,429 townships in Illinois
contribute to the confusion voters have about which of
our 6,800-plus local governmental units provides what
services. Keeping track of another layer of overlapping
government adds to that confusion.

In government in general, individuals elected to
office are generally more dedicated to fulfilling their
responsibilities than would be an employee hired to
complete the same task. The vast majority of township
officials are part-time officials and work for relatively
low salaries or per diems.

The vast majority of township officials are part-time,
which does not allow them the opportunity to dedicate
time to thoroughly learn the laws and business of
government. There is rarely professional staff available on
a day-to-day basis to provide that knowledge. Townships
generally lack adequate revenue to hire professionals to
assist in evaluating, engineering and managing the issues
they deal with.

Few downstate rural townships have full-time staff. The
bulk of the work is done through volunteer efforts or the
efforts of elected officials – helping to keep costs down.
Voters can generally “see” where their township dollars
are going and can readily form an informed opinion on
those expenditures. Voters have opportunities to review
proposed budgets at township budget hearings. Voters
have the opportunity to conduct official business of the
township at the Annual Town Meeting.

Townships are funded primarily by property taxes,
placing a tax burden on farmland owners. Township
budgeting often goes on without public scrutiny. Some
tax rate changes may be made at the Annual Town
Meeting, which traditionally very few voters attend. This
means a small handful of people (often only the elected
township officials) set tax rates for the entire township.

Township road districts vary tremendously in size and
function. Generally, rural downstate districts provide
roads that reflect the revenue available to the district and
the dedication and management capability of the highway
commissioner. Being close to the users, township road
districts can generally respond quickly to changing needs
and problems. The roads within the township are the
district’s highest priority – they do not have to compete
for funding and attention with other roads throughout the
county. Township officials are generally capable – despite
the lack of professional training - to maintain roads that
meet the needs of a low-volume, farm to market road
system.

Generally, rural, downstate township road districts
lack professional engineering oversight for routine
maintenance and day to day operations. A concentration
of property wealth in one township may result in wellfunded local road system there but does nothing to
share that wealth with surrounding less fortunate road
districts.

Local Government Efficiency
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General and Special Purpose Units of Government Add Up in Illinois
Understanding the different types of government might
help frame the question, “how much is too much?” In
Illinois we have general-purpose and special-purpose units
of government. Our general-purpose units are counties,
townships and municipalities. As a general-purpose unit,
they are responsible for providing multiple services,
including transportation, protection, entertainment,
and public health and welfare services.
To the contrary, special-purpose units are created to
perform a single service or combination of related
services. Examples include library, park and recreation, fire

General Purpose Units
of Government

Number

protection and even school districts whose primary service
is to provide education. Of our 6,918 units of government,
special-purpose districts make up 3,204.
In most cases, general-purpose units of government can
provide the same services offered by special-purpose units.
Does that make special-purpose government redundant,
confusing and costly to taxpayers? Often, the answer is
“yes.” However, in some situations, that local-level unit can
perform services more efficiently, with less cost and a closer
relationship to the residents.

Examples of the Roles of General-Purpose Units of Government
The primary purpose of local government is to serve as a subunit of the state.

Regulatory: local ordinances, law enforcement, police powers
County

102

Services: utilities, roads, animal control, fire and police protection
Geo-political: conduct elections, establish voting districts,
maintain judicial system
General Assistance: emergency food, shelter and assistance

Township

1,429

Property Assessment: value property for the purpose of taxation
Road Maintenance: via township road districts

Municipality
(Cities, Villages, Towns)

1,297

Meet the needs of citizens: utilities, police, fire, streets, curbs, sidewalks,
garbage pickup

Examples of Special Purpose Units of Government
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Airport
Cemetery
Civic center
Conservation
Drainage
Electrical & gas
Exposition
Fire protection
Historical museum
Hospital

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Housing
Library
Mosquito abatement
Museum
Park
Port
Public building
Rescue squad
River conservancy
Sanitary

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Soil & water
Solid waste
Street lighting
Surface water protection
Tuberculosis districts
Transit
Water supply
Zoo

Number of Special
Purpose Units
in Illinois:

3,204
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Intergovernmental Cooperation
Improving efficiencies for our nearly 7,000 units of local government.
Intergovernmental cooperation sounds intimidating but
in fact, it’s a simple and effective tool for local units
of government to cut costs and improve services.
Intergovernmental cooperation happens when two or
more units of government agree on a course of action
that is mutually beneficial.
While governed under state statute, the Intergovernmental
Cooperation Act (5 ILCS 220/), it’s Article VII of the 1970
Illinois Constitution that authorizes, even encourages,
the use of intergovernmental cooperation by all units
of government. The constitution declares that “the
State shall encourage intergovernmental cooperation
and use its technical and financial resources to assist
intergovernmental activities.” As formal as that sounds,
these agreements can also be informal and, in some cases,
temporary. A simple handshake between two units of
government can lead to big savings for the taxpayer.
Local governments can take advantage of
intergovernmental cooperation to tackle issues like the
need for expensive technology and equipment and
improve on the delivery of services that alone would be
difficult to provide. For example, expensive pieces of road
maintenance equipment that see limited use throughout
the year can be shared between road districts —
particularly those that have relatively few miles of road to
maintain and/or limited budgets.
There are other examples of counties owning a specialized
piece of equipment they share with township road districts.

County highway departments can also arrange volume
equipment purchases that benefit not only the road
districts, but the county as well.
Intergovernmental cooperation is not limited to equipment
sharing. Agreements can be applied to an array of other
cooperative efforts, such as volume materials purchasing,
professional services, shared emergency medical services,
joint youth or senior programs, combined planning efforts,
etc. There’s almost no limit to what two or more units
of government can share if they can forge a mutually
acceptable joint governmental agreement.
Municipalities can get in on the act, too. For example, a
county can contract with a municipality to operate the
county’s zoning program. That way, one set of personnel
and one office with computer equipment can operate two
separate zoning ordinances.
Our own Illinois Farm Bureau policy supports this concept.
Policy #106 is all about intergovernmental cooperation
and encourages us to work with all interested groups and
organizations to identify methods which can be
implemented locally to encourage local government
cooperation.
Check with units of local government in your own county
to learn whether they’re taking advantage of this approach.
It could be well worth your effort in finding savings for
taxpayers.
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Special Service Areas Can Make for Efficient Government
Special Service Areas (SSAs) have been around since the
1970s, but awareness of them is not well established. In fact,
the use of SSAs might be a new concept to most people.
The 1870 Illinois Constitution mandated uniform taxation,
thus prohibiting counties and municipalities from levying
a tax to a limited geographic area for public improvements
or services. However, in 1970, the Illinois Constitutional
Convention altered the constitution to grant municipalities
and counties this authority.
SSAs are characterized as a contiguous area within a
municipality or county in which special governmental
services and/or physical improvements are funded. Those
services are in addition to services that would otherwise be
provided by the general-purpose unit of government and
are confined to and financed by only the area receiving the
benefit.
An SSA is created under the existing county or municipal
government. The benefit of creating and administering the
SSA under an existing unit of government is it reduces the
need to create a new special-purpose unit of government,
with its own taxing authority, to provide that service. It also
allows counties and municipalities to perform services or
improvements without incurring debt or levying a tax within
an entire jurisdiction.
Each year, Illinois is populated with new units of
government, and most of them are special-purpose districts.
The primary reason for that is because the need to provide
new services often puts financial pressure on existing units
of government. Typically, the existing units of government
are already taxing at their maximum rate, leaving little
opportunity to generate revenue to fund a new service. By
establishing a new special-purpose unit of government to
perform the service(s), a new government body with its own
taxing authority, personnel, facilities, etc. is created.

What if that same service could be provided without
creating a new unit of government. Let’s use the installation
of a sanitary sewer as an example. This type of costly project
can benefit a targeted group of property owners who have
a common interest in the improvement.
Other examples of activities and services provided by an
SSA include:
•
•
•
•
•

Sidewalk improvements
Storm sewers
Improving trash removal
Special event services and decorations
Street improvements

In addition to helping control the number of newly created
units of government, the formation of an SSA has benefits
for property owners, including:
• The ability to complete large, potentially very costly
improvements
• The opportunity to fund those larger, expensive
improvements over a period of time
• The option to finance improvements at a
low interest rate
• The completion of improvements likely to increase
property value and quality of life
Once an SSA is created, the financing for the improvements
is tied to properties and not individual property owners. If
one of the property owners moves, the tax payments stay
with the property and become the obligation of the new
owner.
To see if your county has any SSAs, visit: www2.illinois.gov
and search for ‘Property Tax Statistics’ and then ‘Special
Service Areas.’

An additional property tax can be created on parcels within a defined Special Service Area.

Example of an SSA Applied Property Tax:
Home/Property
Market Value

=

$150,000 x 1/3 of EAV

$50,000 x .03
($.30 (SSA rate) per $100 of EAV)

(Equalized Assessed Value)

= $150

= $50,000
Estimated Annual
SSA Payment
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Ongoing Efforts to Create Effective and Efficient Government
While local governments are created to provide services, we
need to consider whether a surplus of these units can lead
to inefficiencies, such as duplication of services, doubling
up on equipment and/or infrastructure and overlapping
contracts with the same provider. Or do those local units
lead to responsive and cost-effective services?
We can reference the Illinois legislature’s interest in
investigating local governments and their organization,
powers, jurisdiction, functions and inter-relationships. As
a result of their interest, a state commission was created in
2011, raising the question: is this system of governance the
most efficient approach to meeting citizens’ needs?
The commission’s report advised that efforts to eliminate
layers of government should be locally driven and not state
mandated. The report also suggested that in many cases,
consolidation might not guarantee tax relief as much as
intergovernmental sharing of resources.
As the commission found, there’s more than one approach
to gaining efficiency through government restructuring.
People most often think of consolidation, which is the
lateral merger of similar units of government. But vertical
integration is also an option, where a general-purpose
unit of government absorbs the responsibilities of a
special-purpose unit of government within its jurisdiction.
There’s also intergovernmental cooperation, which is the
coordination of services and sharing of resources. And,
finally, government bodies can simply be dissolved.
There are pros and cons to having so many units of
government. On the plus side is proximity. Having close
connections with elected officials accommodates access.

Small units of government also can be more responsive and
sensitive to local needs.
On the downside, small units often have limited resources.
They might struggle to achieve efficiencies of scale and
cannot afford professional staff. Small jurisdictions can also
struggle with a lack of adequate funding and a smaller pool
of candidates to serve as elected officials.
Prioritization of expenditures can be affected. Generalpurpose units must allocate limited resources across
competing needs. Conversely, special-purpose units focus
on funding their single, assigned responsibility without
having to consider other priorities.
Whether government units consolidate, integrate,
cooperate or dissolve, one or more of the dynamics listed
above will likely be affected. Voters will want to consider
whether one of these approaches could work for them
locally.
Population affects the availability and delivery of
government services. In rural areas, special-purpose units of
government are often the provider of services that would
otherwise be provided by municipalities in more densely
populated areas. Where municipalities are few and far
between, counties and townships are left to take up the
slack. Where that happens, voters often opt to establish
special-purpose units. Even if the county service is an
option, voters sometimes prefer special purpose units that,
like municipalities, are more localized.
One thing is for sure: we have a patchwork of local
government that varies widely from one area of the state to
another, so there is no one-size-fits-all solution.
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Farmland Assessment Change Notice Update

Follow-up from earlier editions of LINK

Member Feedback Sought on Publication Requirements
We’re looking for your members’ thoughts on whether print publications, such as local
newspapers, are still the preferred method to receive farmland assessment change notices. The
cost of advertising gets passed on to the taxpayer, and legislation is frequently introduced to
replace the print requirement with online publication instead. Knowing more about member
preferences can help guide legislative engagement on the issue. Members can share their
feedback through this brief survey. The survey is also accessible by scanning this QR code.

Brush Up on Farmland Assessment Process
Assessment notices for farmland and other property were mailed out earlier this fall. If members
have questions about these notices, the May-June edition of LINK can be helpful. That issue
offered an in-depth look at the law and how it affects owners of farmland. A video explaining the
Farmland Assessment Law is also available to share individually with members.

HAPPY

Thanksgiving
from the LINK Team

