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HOMAS JEFFERSON ONCE SAID “The price of

liberty is eternal vigilance.” How true that

statement has been for township officials

over the last month, as local government
has come under attack. Effective democracy requires
that units of government be small enough for voters to
be in control. This is indicated by the fact that smaller
local governments tend to spend less per capita on
basic public services than larger local government.
Local governments, especially townships, know how
to stay within their means. Townships in Illinois are
particularly cost-effective because of their generally
lower labor costs and the fact that they use part-time
labor to a far greater degree than other levels of gov-
ernment in the state.

Unfortunately, the timeless principle of democ-
racy is under assault in Springfield. Senate Bill 173,
sponsored by Senator Terry Link, 30th District and
Senator Michael Noland, 22nd District, establishes
a commission, appointed by the leadership of the
General Assembly, to come up with a list of local gov-
ernments that can be abolished or consolidated. The
commission could submit a take-it-or-leave-it plan to
the General Assembly, who cannot make any changes
to the plan as submitted. The fate of thousands of
local governments would be in the hands of a majority
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Real ‘loser’ in government
consolidation is the citizen

of these commission members. The bill is based upon
the assumption that bigger units of government are
preferable to smaller units of local government. As we
know, it is misguided to think “bigger is better”.

Proponents of eliminating local governments never
tire of noting that Illinois has more state and local
taxing jurisdictions than any other state. This is irrel-
evant. Government efficiency is indicated by spend-
ing, not the number of taxing jurisdictions. There is
no relationship between tax burdens among the states
and the number of taxing jurisdictions. Why else
would the state of Hawaii have the smallest number of
local units of government, yet have among the highest
tax burdens per capita in the nation? With only 18
units of local government and special districts, Hawaii
taxes at a rate 15 percent above that of Illinois!

One of the principal reasons smaller local govern-
ments (townships) are more efficient is that they
are closer to the people. This gives voters a far bet-
ter chance to keep finances under control. As local
governments become larger and more remote from
residents, they are less accessible to voters and more
accessible to special interests. This nearly always leads
to higher taxes and more spending. Generally, voters
have an interest in efficiency, providing a particular
level of public services at the lowest cost. On the other
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hand, special interests have exactly the opposite objec-
tive as they routinely seek to increase spending. It is
no wonder larger governments spend more and get
into financial trouble more.

This ill-informed movement to forcibly eliminate
local governments represents a serious threat to resi-
dents not only as taxpayers, but also in terms of ser-
vice. The voters of Perry County, a commission coun-
ty in southern Illinois, experienced this firsthand.

In 2004, voters approved by one vote a measure to
eliminate the smaller road districts that had provided
services for decades. They were told greater efficiency
would be achieved if the road districts were replaced
by one consolidated county entity. In fact, road main-
tenance suffered, especially in areas farther away from
the central road facility. Voters indicated their disap-
proval in the November 2010 election by a 70 percent
to 30 percent majority supporting the road districts
re-establishment.

On May 3, 2011, the Illinois Senate voted on SB
173 and it was DEFEATED with 14 “yes” votes, 30
“no” votes and two “present” votes. Many questions
were raised by senators on both sides of the aisle, and
there just was not much support at all for this bill. We
must, however, not rest on our laurels. We must con-
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tinue to guard township (local) government.

Township officials responded admirably to our
requests for contacting legislators and your efforts
paid off. We heard that township officials were call-
ing and contacting members of the General Assembly
in “droves”. For that, I give you my most heartfelt
thanks. Working together, we were successful in see-
ing this bill defeated. We must, however, abide by Jef-
ferson’s words and remain vigilant. In fact, it is more
important now, more than ever before, to remain vigi-
lant on promoting township government.

The local government elimination assault has many
local governments and townships in its sights. But
the real losers in the assault on democracy will be
the citizens of the local governments forced to merge,
who are likely to see higher taxes and reduced service
levels.

Democracy and the “bigger is better” theory of gov-
ernment are simply incompatible.
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