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county employees. Founded in 1935, NACo unites county officials to:
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Enrich the public understanding of county government.
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The County Landscape Project

Counties are vital to the foundation of our communities,
helping shape the places where we live, work and thrive.
From maintaining critical infrastructure and delivering
essential public services to fostering economic growth
and ensuring public safety, county governments play a
pivotal role in the daily lives of millions of Americans.
Notwithstanding our significance, the complexity and
diversity of county governments often go unnoticed.
The County Landscape Project brings the nuts and
bolts of county governance to the forefront, providing
a clear and comprehensive guide to how counties
function, govern and serve our residents.

As NACo continues its commitment to strengthen
America's counties, we recognize the need for a
unified, accessible and authoritative resource that
provides a comprehensive guide to our nation’s county
government system. By developing key insights, data
and best practices under a single, cohesive project, we
aim to enhance the way county officials, policymakers,
federal and philanthropic partners and the public

engage with and utilize these valuable resources.
Whether examining the organizational structures,
financial frameworks, essential services or
intergovernmental roles of counties, the project
serves as a critical reference for understanding county

government at its core.

This initiative reflects NACo's dedication to providing
clarity in county governance, empowering leaders with
actionable insights and fostering collaboration across
all levels of government. Whether you are an elected
official shaping policy, a researcher exploring county
data or a resident seeking to understand the impact of
local government, these resources serve as a guide to
the essential functions of counties nationwide.

As we move forward, we invite you to explore, engage
and utilize the resources from the Project in your
work. Counties are the backbone of our nation's
governance, and together, we can ensure that our
impact is recognized, strengthened and sustained for

generations to come.

ot e

Matthew D. Chase, CEO/Executive Director
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Counties are so present in our everyday lives that

we sometimes overlook the many ways they help our
communities, thrive. Often behind the scenes, nearly 39,000
county elected officials and a workforce of 3.6 million
public servants, counties are responsible for maintaining
roads and bridges, caring for our physical and mental
health, administering our elections, ensuring public safety,

strengthening environmental stewardship and so much more.



Introduction

Counties are one of America’s oldest forms
of government, dating back to 1634 when
the first county governments (shires) were
established along the eastern shores of
Virginia. The organization and structure
of today's 3,069 county governments are
chartered under state constitutions or laws and are
tailored to fit the needs and characteristics of states
and local areas.

County governments and our elected and appointed
county leaders are instrumental partners in our
nation's intergovernmental system of federal, state,
local and tribal officials. This system includes sub-
state local compliance, delivery, management and

implementation of federal laws, regulations, mandates
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Counties are
one of America’s
oldest forms of
government.

and services.

Counties are diverse in structure and how
we deliver services to our communities.
In general, states authorize and set
the roles and responsibilities of county
governments. Counties are governed by locally elected
officials and, in some instances, operate under home
rule authority, which allows for more local flexibility
and control with structural, functional and fiscal
powers. Though the governance and organizational
structures vary nationally and even within a state, all
county, parish and borough governments are on the
front lines of delivering vital services to residents.
Counties invest more than $740 billion, collectively,

each year.
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America’s County Governments

The term county is often used to describe two different meanings:
1. a substate unit of general purpose government, or

2. a substate census geography of a state.

*The term county includes parishes in Louisiana, boroughs in Alaska and city-county consolidations.

COUNTIES ARE DEEPLY
ENGAGED IN THE LABOR
MARKET, EMPLOYING MORE
THAN 3.6 MILLION puBLIC
SERVANTS, REPRESENTING
ONE OUT OF EVERY 50
AMERICAN WORKERS

ANNUALLY, COUNTIES INVEST
OVER $740 BILLION
IN OUR COMMUNITIES
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18,629

19,783

BOARD AND ELECTED

COMMISSION
MEMBERS

Primarily responsible for setting
policy and budgets. Titles include:
COMMISSIONERS, SUPERVISORS,
POLICE JURORS AND LEGISLATORS.

Nationally, county governments are governed by
19,783 elected county policy board members (serving
as the county legislative branch and/or executive
branch) and elected executives (executive branch).
These elected officials are primarily responsible for the
budgets and fiscal oversight of the county, as well as
setting the general policies of the county.

In addition, 18,629 independently elected county
officials, often referred to as “constitutional officers”
or "row officers’, provide important leadership and
management of specific county functions, such as

INDEPENDENTLY

CONSTITUTIONAL
OR ROW OFFICERS

38,412

TOTAL COUNTY
ELECTED
OFFICIALS

Responsible for specific county functions and
departments, including:

SHERIFFS, DAS/PROSECUTORS, TREASURERS,
CLERKS, RECORDERS AND CORONERS.

Counties are diverse in structure
and how we deliver services to our
communities.

sheriffs, district attorneys, county attorneys, clerks
of the court, assessors, auditors, clerks, recorders,
coroners, election administrators and treasurers. In
some cases, these positions may be political or career
officials appointed by the county board or another
governing body.
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History of County Government

County governments trace our roots to the English
shires of the 9th century. Rechristened “counties”
after the Norman Invasion in 1066, they continued to
serve a dual function — acting as administrative arms
of the crown or national government as well as the
citizens' local government. Power in the shire/county
was shared between the “shire-reeve,’ or sheriff, and

the justice of the peace.

The English county structure was adopted along the
eastern seaboard of North America by the colonists
and adapted to suit the diverse economic and
geographic needs of each of the colonies. The first
county governments in the colonies were established
in Virginia, near Williamsburg, by King Charles 1in 1634,
The colonial governor appointed local officials to serve
on a county court, the governing arm of the county.’

The first county governments in the
colonies were established in Virginia, near
Williamsburg, by King Charles 1in 1634.

Shortly after counties were established in Virginia,
other colonies soon followed. Those in the South
replicated the Virginia model, while those in the North
took a different path, known as the New York model.
County officials were elected rather than appointed,
in the northern tier of colonies, and thanks to a strong
network of cities and towns in the North, counties
needed to provide fewer services.

Subsequently, the colonial county
became the state’s county, continuing its
role as a substate administrative arm of

the state government.

Despite the long history of counties in the English
settlements of North America, the framers of the
new nation's Constitution did not provide for local
governments. They left the matter to the states.
Subsequently, the colonial county became the state's
county, continuing our role as a substate administrative
arm of the state government.

Counties evolved as units of local government and
administration, but our importance from state to
state and region to region varied depending on the
economic, social and political conditions of the area.'

In 1790, census data reported 292 counties. As the
nation continued its westward expansion, the same
local government forms followed; as a result, the 19th
century was the most active period of county formation
in our nation's history. The Northwest Ordinance
allowed the newly settled territories to establish local
governments and empowered the governors of those
territories to create geographic divisions to serve as a
unit of representation. As a result, between 1790 and
1900, over 2,000 counties were formed. Many of the
less-settled portions of these states had a few very
large counties in comparison to other states, which
could then be subdivided as settlement expanded.”
And in some states, such as Texas, officials prioritized
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THE U.S. ADDED OVER 2,000 COUNTIES IN THE 19TH CENTURY

No. of U.S. Counties, 1776-2000
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Source: Egor Larin and Alex Varlamov, “U.S. Historical Counties,” available at: hitps.//public.tableau.com/views/USHistoricalCounties/

USACounties?:showVizHome=no

keeping local governments small so residents could be
closer to the critical services that counties provide.”

After World War Il, growth, suburban development and
the government reform movement boosted the role of
local governments. Those developments set the stage
for post-World War Il urbanization. In the 1970s and
1980s, a rise in the number of federal programs and
unfunded federal mandates put pressure on counties

to centralize our administrations and hire additional
professional staff to guide operations.

The changes in structure, greater autonomy from
the states, rising revenues and stronger political
accountability ushered in a new era for county
government. Counties began providing an ever-
widening range of services. These trends continue

today.
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A county is the primary legal division of most states for
which the U.S. Census Bureau releases data - i.e, the

geography of an area with county boundaries.



What Is a County?

A county is the primary legal division of most states
for which the U.S. Census Bureau releases data - i.e,
the geography of an area with county boundaries. In
Louisiana, a county is known as a parish. In Alaska,
a county is known as a borough.

A county, as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau, may
have a county government or may be considered
a county equivalent for statistical purposes. Three
thousand and sixty-nine (3,069) counties have
county governments, which include 42 city-county
consolidations, the District of Columbia and two
independent cities (Baltimore City, Md. and St. Louis
City, Mo.) considered county governments under their
state constitution or city charter. For example, in Alaska
some boroughs have city-borough consolidations or
municipality-borough consolidations.

The U.S. Census Bureau considers a county equivalent to
be an unorganized area bearing county designations, an
independent city or the District of Columbia. According

WHAT ARE COUNTIES CALLED

to the US. Office of Management (OMB), there are
3143 counties and county equivalents, for geographic
reference and statistical purposes, in the United States.

Some examples of county equivalents are as follows:

« The state of Alaska and the U.S. Census Bureau
created the Alaska census areas, which are
unorganized areas and considered as counties

for statistical purposes.

» The U.S. Census Bureau considers each of the
five boroughs of New York City as counties
for statistical purposes, but the boroughs no
longer have their own county governments. New
York City serves as a consolidated city-county
government, with each borough maintaining
its own municipality with limited government

functions.

« The U.S. Census Bureau counts Kalawao County,
Hawaii, as a county equivalent for statistical

.' Parishes (La.)

Boroughs (Alaska)
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purposes, but the county does not have its own
county government. Rather, Kalawao County is
a judicial district of Maui County's government
and is administered by the Hawaii Department
of Health. The government of Maui County

serves the islands of Maui, Moloka'i, Lana'i and

Kaho'olawe.

« All the counties in Connecticut and Rhode Island

and seven county areas in Massachusetts no
longer have county governments, so they are
considered counties for statistical purposes only.
vi Connecticut abolished all county governments
in 1960 but still retained the former eight counties
for elections and other administrative purposes,
though the state transitioned to nine planning
regions in 2024. Similarly, Rhode Island has

counties that exist only for judicial administration

purposes.’  Massachusetts, too, abolished

8 of its 14 county governments between 1997
and 2000, retaining county governments only in
eastern Massachusetts with limited governmental

functions.ii

« Four states (Maryland, Missouri, Nevada and

Virginia) have independent cities. The U.S.
Census Bureau treats all independent cities

as county equivalents for statistical purposes,
but some have both municipality status and
county government authority. For example,
Baltimore City (Md.) and St. Louis City (Mo.)
are considered county governments under their
respective state constitutions and Carson City
(Nev.) under its city charter. In contrast, the 38
independent cities in Virginia are designated
only as incorporated areas under Virginia state
law, meaning the cities are NOT within a county

boundary.

Baltimore City (Md.) and St. Louis City (Mo.) are considered county governments under
their respective state constitutions and Carson City (Nev.) under its city charter.
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What Is a County Government?

A county government is an organized entity with
governmental character which covers the area of a
county or county equivalent. County governments
have sufficient discretion in the management of
our own affairs to be independent general purpose
units of government. Depending on the state, county
governments are also known as parish governments
(in Louisiana) or borough governments (in Alaska).

Most often, a county government provides services
to residents in both unincorporated and incorporated
areas of the county. Incorporated areas of a county are
governed by municipalities with their own government,
having been established and organized as a municipal
corporation as permitted under state law. Thus, residents
in incorporated areas of a county receive municipal
and county services. In contrast, unincorporated areas
of a county do not have a municipal government and
are not organized to provide any municipal services to
residents in these areas.

NACo considers an entity to be a county govern-
ment if it is recognized as a county government
under the state constitution, state law or by
charter. There are 42 counties that are city-county
consolidations, the District of Columbia, incorporated
counties (Los Alamos, N.M.) and independent cities
that are considered county governments under their
state constitution (Baltimore City, Md.; St. Louis City,
Mo.) or city charter (Carson City, Nev.).

NACo refers to these 42 counties as “city-county
consolidations” because they have both county and
municipality authorities. Most often, a city-county
consolidation has a jail (not a temporary holding
facility) and/or provides health care services for
residents. Justice and public safety and health and
hospitals are often top county investments.

Most often, a county government provides
services to residents in both unincorporated
and incorporated areas of the county:.

Several of the nation's largest U.S. cities are city-county
consolidations, and many acquired this status more than
a century ago. For example, the county governments
of the NYC boroughs consolidated with the New York
City government in 1898. As a result, New York City is a
city-county consolidation which counts as one county
government, but five county geographies for census
statistical purposes.

Other large cities that are city-county consolidations
include: New Orleans (consolidated with Orleans Parish
in 1805), Boston (consolidated with Suffolk County in
1821), Philadelphia (consolidated with Philadelphia
County in 1854), San Francisco (consolidated with San
Francisco County in 1856) and Denver (consolidated
with Denver County in 1902).

Alaska has the largest share of city-county consolidations
(eight of the 19 boroughs). The latest city-county
consolidation took place in 2014 in Georgia, between the
city of Macon and Bibb County.

The number of county governments and county
equivalents is not static; counties can change
to meet the needs of local residents. The latest
county established in the US. was the City and
County of Broomfield, Colo., which formed in 2001,
while Petersburg Borough, Alaska, was the latest
county geography to incorporate and form a county
governmentin 2013. County equivalents have seen even
more recent changes: the Chugach and Copper River
Census Areas in Alaska formed in 2019 (as statistical
areas), and beginning in 2024, the Census formally
recognized Connecticut’s nine planning regions, each
with a council of governments, as county equivalents,
in place of its eight historical county geographies.*
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AMERICA'S 42 CITY-COUNTY CONSOLIDATIONS

Alaska

= Anchorage Borough

= Haines Borough

= City and Borough of Juneau

= Petersburg Borough

= City and Borough of Sitka

= Skagway Borough

= City and Borough of Wrangell
= City and Borough of Yakutat

California
= San Francisco City & County

Colorado

= Broomfield City and County
= Denver City and County

Florida

= Duval County/City of Jacksonville

Georgia
= Bibb County

= The Unified Government of
Cusseta-Chattahoochee County

= Athens-Clarke County

= Echols County

= Columbus-Muscogee County
= Quitman County

= Augusta-Richmond County

= Webster County

Hawaii
= Honolulu City and County

Indiana
= Indianapolis and Marion County

Kansas

= Greely County

= Unified Govt. of Wyandotte
County and Kansas City

Louisiana
= East Baton Rouge Parish

= Lafayette Consolidated
Government

= Orleans Parish

= Terrebonne Parish Consolidated
Government

Massachusetts
= Nantucket County
= Suffolk County, City of Boston

Montana
= Anaconda-Deer Lodge County
= Butte-Silver Bow County

Nevada
= Carson City

New Mexico
= Los Alamos County

New York
= New York City

North Carolina
= Camden County

Tennessee

= Metropolitan Government of
Nashville and Davidson County

= Moore County

= Trousdale County
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Counties by Population Size

Counties encompass a wide range of urban, suburban
and rural areas throughout our jurisdictions. In place
of a rural-urban classification,” NACo defines small
counties as those with fewer than 50,000 residents,
mid-sized counties as those between 50,000 and
500,000 residents, and large counties as those that
have more than 500,000 residents.

The smallest county by population size is Loving
County, Texas, with 43 residents, and the largest
county by population is Los Angeles County, Calif,,
with nearly 10 million residents.” California is one of
17 states where a majority of the population resides in
large counties, while 14 states, including Alaska and
North Dakota, do not have any large counties.”

Over two-thirds of counties (69 percent, or 2,104
counties) are small, while only 4 percent (136
counties) are large. In fact, there are more very
small counties with less than 20,000 residents (1,294
counties) than there are mid-sized or large counties

MOST COUNTIES ARE SMALL
Distribution of Counties by Population Size
800
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with more than 50,000 residents (965 counties).
Though there are only a small number of large counties,
half of all county residents (162 million) live within one
of these 136 counties.

Alongside population size, county geographic size
also varies significantly. The county government with
the smallest geographic area is Arlington County,
Va., at 26 square miles, and the county government
with the largest geographic area in the lower 48 is
San Bernardino County, Calif,, at 20,105 square miles.
Alaska's North Slope Borough is quadruple the size
at 88,824 square miles, which would make it the 12th
largest state.

INTERESTING FACT:
Los Angeles County, Calif. alone is home to 2
million more residents than the 1,000 smallest

counties combined.

MOST RESIDENTS LIVE IN LARGE COUNTIES
Distribution of County Residents by Population Size
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Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau - Population Estimates Program (PEP) - 2023
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The disparities in terms of population and geographic

size lead to very different population densities

throughout America's counties. Hudson County,
N.J. has over 15,000 residents per square mile -
comparable to major city-county consolidations like
San Francisco City and County (17,000 residents/sq.
mi.), Boston/Suffolk County (13,000 residents/sg. mi.)

and Philadelphia City and County (12,000 residents/

TWO-THIRDS OF COUNTIES ARE SMALL, WITH <50,000 RESIDENTS
County Population Size (2023)

AT ud
ol S0’ e
L

‘a L8 w .
iy l'“
" &

723 572 375 376 453

43 10.0K 200K 300K 50.0 K 100.0K
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sg. mi.). On the other hand, 21 counties across Alaska,
Idaho, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, South
Dakota and Texas have less than 1 person every 2
square miles. Lake and Peninsula Borough, Alaska, has
a population of 1,331 spread out over an area the size of
West Virginia (nearly 24,000 square miles) - less than 1
resident for every 17 square miles.

Most Dense
Counties*

1. Hudson County, N.J.
(15,000 residents/sq. mi.)

2. Arlington County, Va.
3. Essex County, N.J.

4, Union County, N.J.

5. Cook County, IIl.

Least Dense Counties
(in lower 48)

1. Loving County, Texas
(1 resident/16 sg. mi.)

& 2. Esmeralda County, Nev.

3. Kenedy County, Texas

4, King County, Texas

5. Garfield County, Mont.
*Excluding city-county
consolidations and independent
cities

e INTERESTING FACT:
At 20,105 sq. mi., San
Bernardino County,
Calif,, is larger than

New Hampshire and

Vermont combined.
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County Government Authority

County governments derive the extent of our authority
from the states. The two basic doctrines on county
authority, Dillon's Rule and Home Rule, often coexist
within the same state.

Dillon’s Rule counties must obtain state approval for
any changes in the government’s structure, function or
fiscal organization. The concept of Dillon’s Rule stems
from a court decision in 1872. Judge John Dillon of the
lowa Supreme Court ruled that counties (and other
local governments) possess only the powers explicitly
granted by the state through the state legislature or
state constitution. In Atkins v. Kansas, the U.S. Supreme
Court upheld the Dillon decision. For example, Arizona
state law dictates that counties with at least 175,000
residents must have a board of supervisors with five
members, while counties with fewer residents must

have a board with three members.

Home Rule counties manage local affairs, generally
with more autonomy from the state legislature.
Typically, the three areas of autonomy often granted
by the state are:

1. Structural domain: Counties may alter the
form of government, giving counties more
flexibility to select the size of their legislative
board, elect a county executive and/or appoint

or elect row officers.

2. Functional domain: Counties may provide
optional services - those not mandated by
the state - without seeking permission from
the state. The state may also grant counties
the authority to consolidate services through
interlocal agreements and allow oversight of
special purpose districts.

3. Fiscal domain: Counties may adjust local
revenues and expenditures, often by leveraging
taxing authority, issuing bonds, establishing
service districts and raising debt limitations.

Home Rule applies to counties in various ways.
For example, a county charter allows the county to
organize and structure itself. In Colorado, for instance,
the state constitution gives voters in a county the
power to adopt a charter which establishes the
organization and structure of the county government.
The Colorado Constitution is explicit, however, that
counties with a home rule charter must still provide
all functions, services, facilities and other mandates
required of counties by state statute.

At the most basic level, each county operates under
one of these two doctrines of county authority, where,
essentially, Home Rule counties are free to determine
local affairs within a set list of restrictions, while Dillon’s
Rule counties are given explicit directives from which
they must not deviate.

Currently, in 14 states, all counties operate under the
more restrictive Dillon's Rule, while 13 states grant all
counties Home Rule authority. The remaining 21 states
with county governments have a mix of Home Rule and
Dillon's Rule counties. ¥ Six of these states (Alabama,
Arizona, lllinois, Kentucky, Minnesota and Missouri)
only grant Home Rule to larger counties (in some
cases, only to one large county, such as Cook County
in lllinois or Ramsey County in Minnesota), while the
other 15 states permit any county to draft a Home Rule
charter- with mixed results across states. In Hawaii
and Maine, for example, all counties chose to adopt a
charter and operate under Home Rule. In Idaho, New
Hampshire and South Dakota, however, no county has
chosen to adopt a charter despite having the option in
state law, so all remain under Dillon’s Rule.

In practice, the delineation between Home Rule
and Dillon's Rule is not a simple nor obvious
determination of county authority. Of the 34 states
that permit some or all counties to operate under Home
Rule, 15 states (44 percent) place substantial restrictions
on county Home Rule authority - most often related to
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COUNTIES OPERATE PRIMARILY UNDER DILLON'S RULE IN 28 STATES

County Authority Level

Source: NACo research, 2022

Mixed/Restrictive
(Mostly Dillon's Rule)

Most Restrictive
(Dillon’s Rule)

finances (fiscal domain). For example, all counties in
Hawaii and lowa operate under Home Rule, but each
of these states prohibits counties from levying any tax
not explicitly authorized by the state legislature. In some
states, such as California, Maine, Ohio and Wisconsin,
the primary benefit of Home Rule authority is flexibility
in how the government is structured (structural domain)
- service provision and local finances are still delegated
by the state. For Nevada and Mississippi, on the other
hand, although all counties are under Home Rule, their
local government structures and finances are delegated
by the state, leaving flexibility only in service provision
(functional domain).

As Home Rule does not necessarily entail complete
flexibility to determine local affairs, so Dillon’s Rule
does not necessarily entail stringent inflexibility.

I 7

-~

5 R 0
Somewhat Flexible Mixed/Flexible Most Flexible
(Restrictive Home Rule) (Optional Home Rule) (Home Rule)

Somewhat Restrictive
(Flexible Dillon's Rule)

Of the 35 states that place some or all counties under
Dillon's Rule, 14 states (40 percent) provide additional,
important flexibilities. Most often, counties are given
additional flexibility in determining local government
structure (10 states), but often, too, in service provision
(8 states). Three states (New Jersey, North Carolina and
Utah) have most or all counties operating under Dillon's
Rule, but with a directive that courts should broadly
interpret the grants of authority given to counties in
the state constitution and statutes - greatly expanding
county government authority. Utah, in particular, is a
unique state, because of the case State v. Hutchinson in
1980, which ruled in favor of expanded county flexibility
and so placed all Utah counties under “"Hutchinson'’s
Rule” - essentially, a very flexible version of Dillon’s Rule
which looks more like Home Rule in practice.*
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Key Takeaways

Population Size: Over two-thirds of
counties are small, with less than 50,000
residents, while only 4 percent of counties

are large, with more than 500,000 residents.

County Government Authority:
County governments derive the extent of
our authority from the states under the

two basic doctrines on county authority:
Dillon's Rule and Home Rule. In practice, the
delineation between these two doctrines is
not a simple nor obvious determination of
county authority.



County Executive, Legislative and

Judicial Powers

Like the federal government, county governments
have executive, legislative and judicial powers. These
powers are exercised only within the framework of
state and federal constitutional and statutory law.
These powers are distributed across the county
board, county agencies and county offices, including
independently elected officials.

County Board and “Traditional”
Government Form

|u

Under the most common “traditional” form of
local government structure, the county boards
generally exercise executive and legislative powers.
Depending on the state, county boards are often
known as: commissions, councils, assemblies, fiscal
courts, levy court commissions, county legislatures
and commissioners' courts. The board is typically
responsible for adopting the county budget, overseeing
county finances, shaping local public policy, approving
the hiring of county employees and, in some cases,

economic development and planning activities.

COUNTY BOARD MEMBERS HAVE A VARIETY OF TITLES

Titles for Members of the County Legislative Body

AK

HI

The members of county boards have a variety of
titles, depending on the state, such as commissioners,
supervisors, council members, assembly members,
board members, justices of the peace (Arkansas) and
police jurors (Louisiana). In most New Jersey counties,
the county governing body was known previously as
the board of chosen freeholders, until recent state law
changed to board of commissioners.

In about half (53 percent) of counties, all board members
are elected by district. About one third (29 percent) of
counties elect all board members at large (by the entire
county). Inthe remaining one fifth (18 percent) of counties,
at least one board member is elected at large, while the
remainder are elected by district. There are nearly 20,000
elected county board members, and about 700 elected
county executives — about half of which also serve as
the president or chair of the board. In most counties
(82 percent), board members are elected for four-year
terms. Very few (6 percent) of counties have a limit to the
number of terms a board member can serve; the typical
limit is two or three terms.

m COMMISSIONERS

m OTHER - E.G., ASSISTANT JUDGES (VT);
JUSTICES OF THE PEACE (AR, KY);
MAGISTRATES (KY); POLICE JURORS (LA)

= SUPERVISORS
COMMISSIONERS, COUNCILMEMBERS

m SUPERVISORS/COMMISSIONERS (NE);
TOWN SUPERVISORS/LEGISLATORS (NY)

ASSEMBLY MEMBERS (AK); BOARD
MEMBERS (IL); COUNCILMEMBERS (HI1)
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MOST COUNTIES ARE GOVERNED BY A LEGISLATIVE BODY WITH 3 OR 5 MEMBERS

Number of representatives elected to a county governing board
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Source: NACo Collection and Analysis, 2015 1121 555 74 118
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The size of each county governing body varies widely
according to state statutes and county flexibilities. The
smallest allowable governing body is in Georgia, where
counties may have just one sole commissioner. Aside
from NYC's 51-member council, the largest county
governing body size is in Wisconsin, where counties may
have a maximum of 47 commissioners, depending on
population size (Marathon County, Wis. currently has 38
commissioners). Three-quarters (72 percent) of counties,
however, have either three or five commissioners.

Governing body size is determined by state statutes in

every state except Alaska and North Carolina. In Alaska,

the governing body size is determined by local law or

charter, and in North Carolina, the number of elector Three-qucrrters (72 percent) Of counties

districts determines the number of commissioners. have either three Orﬁve COMMISSIONEIs.

The County Landscape: A Primer on County Structure and Authority / 23



Elected County Executive and “Reformed”
Government Form

A majority of counties operate under the traditional,
commission form of county government; however,
over 40 percent have shifted to either the county
administrator or the elected executive type in recent
decades.

The separation of powers principle undergirds the
reformed county governance system, similar to the
President and Congress at the federal level. The
elected county executive is the chief administrative
officer of the jurisdiction and exercises executive
authority. This position is elected countywide, rather
than representing a portion or district within the county.
Typically, the elected executive has the authority to
veto ordinances enacted by the county board (subject
to their possible override) and hire and fire department
heads.

Within the reformed, council-executive form, there
are also two primary subsets of these governance

structures.

= In some places like Kentucky, Arkansas, and
Cook Co. (Ill.), the county executive serves
as the chief elected official and controls the
executive branch of the county government, yet
also serves as a voting member and chair of the
county board as the legislative branch.

- In other places, the county executive may
only manage the executive branch, including
departments that are not managed by an
independently elected official (e.g., sheriff,
district attorney, treasurer, auditor). Similar to the
President and a Governor, the executive often
proposes an annual budget for consideration,
amendment and adoption by the county board.

21 STATES ONLY PERMIT THE TRADITIONAL,
COMMISSION FORM

County Government Form, according to State Statute

= REFORMED = MIXED TRADITIONAL

Most often, an elected county executive has the title of
county executive; however, this executive might also
carry the title of county judge, mayor, chief executive
officer, chair or board president, depending on the state.

Elected county executives possess varying levels of
authority. About 700 counties have an elected county
executive, most notably in Arkansas, Hawaii, Kentucky,
Maryland, New York, Tennessee and Texas, along with
many major urban counties in states like Florida, Illinois
and Washington. As the executive branch of a county
government, the elected county executive commonly
works with the legislative body to enact policy, oversees
daily county operations and finances and often holds
veto power over the legislative process. Nearly all (97
percent) of executives are elected for four-year terms.
Only a handful (8 percent) are limited to a set number
of terms they can serve - typically two or three terms.
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Appointed County Administrator

Some county positions with the title county executive/
county executive officer are not elected county
executives, but appointed (for example, in a number
of California, New Mexico and Virginia counties). They
fulfill the function of appointed county administrators
and/ormanagers. The majority of county administrators
are appointed by the county board, but a minority of
county administrators are appointed by the elected
county executive or by both the elected executive and
the county board.

Approximately 1,300 counties have the equivalent of an
appointed county administrator. Administrator, manager
and chief administrative officers are common titles;

however, this position may have one of 115 different titles,
depending on the state. For example, an appointed county
administrator in some Minnesota counties has the title
of county coordinator. Appointed county administrators
have different levels of authority, depending on the

county governance structure and enabling state statutes.

Only 83 counties have both an appointed administrator
and an elected executive. In 36 of these counties, the
executive appoints the administrator. All Maryland
counties, for example, have an administrator. The
administrator is appointed the elected executive in
the nine Maryland counties which have an executive,
plus Baltimore City, and by the county council in the
remaining 14 counties.

OVER 1,300 COUNTIES HAVE AN APPOINTED ADMINISTRATOR AND NEARLY 700 HAVE AN ELECTED EXECUTIVE

Counties with Appointed Administrators and Elected Executives

- ( g
-
; TREN
? D
P - “
Source: NACo Collection and Analysis, 2015 2

No Administrator
or Elected Exec

Elected Exec, No
Administrator

=
s, iy, 55 ety
AR R e

.« PR £0 RO
oA R
E a¥pm !.=-W‘§“?&'€‘!5%
2t
-
na%
FE 47 1240

Administrator and
Elected Exec

Administrator
Appt by Elected
Exec

Administrator, No
Elected Exec
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The county administrator is typically the top appointed
career official of the county. Administrators serve the
county's legislative body by carrying out the policies
and procedures established by its members. Generally,
the administrator oversees the daily operations of the
county government, including the formation of the
county budget and management of programs and
services. Administrators may also partner with the
private sector, nonprofits, academia and others for the
benefit of the community.

Judicial Branch

Depending on the state, county attorneys (such as
district attorneys or prosecutors) and magistrates
may carry out the judicial power of counties in
accordance with state law. Variations exist from
state to state with respect to whether these positions
are considered part of the judicial branch or executive
branch of local government. Often, the classification
depends on the nature of the position. In Indiana
and New Mexico, for example, the district attorney is
considered part of the judicial branch. In California, the
county attorney is a distinct position from the district

attorney which is appointed by the board and part of

the executive branch. Typically, a district attorney will
serve the same function as a prosecutor in bringing
criminal cases to court. A county attorney generally
handles civil legal issues, though will sometimes also
function as a district attorney in handling criminal

cases, especially in more rural, unincorporated areas.

The judicial branch is particularly complex at the
county level. Overall, judicial organization can be
grouped into single county or multi-county. In a single
county system, courts are organized along county
lines; in a multi-county system, courts are shared
among counties or organized along district lines. Just
under half (46 percent) of states have single county
local judicial systems, while the remainder (54 percent)
have multi-county judicial organization. Even though
judicial organization may be organized along county
lines, local administration may differ. The judicial
system can be run by the county, state or mixture of
the two. Most court administration is run by the state,
except in a handful of states like Maryland, Minnesota,

Ohio and Texas where the counties play a larger role.
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Constitutional “Row” Officers

Outside of the legislative and
executive branches of county
government, there are more
than 18,600 other independently
elected county officers
responsible for specific county
functions. Examples of these
positions include  assessor,
auditor, circuit judge, clerk of the

board, clerkofthe court (judicial),

coroner, county attorney, county
engineer, judge of the probate,
prosecuting attorney, public administrator, recorder,
register of deeds, school superintendent, sheriff,

surveyor, tax collector and treasurer.

If the state constitution makes a provision for an elected
office, then the office is known as a constitutional
officer. For example, county auditor, clerk, court clerk,
sheriff and treasurer positions are often mandated by
state constitutions. The role of the county board, as the
legislative branch, is also typically outlined under the

state constitution and law.

Certain counties, especially some under Home Rule, are
grantedflexibility in adjusting separately-elected positions

If the state constitution
makes a provision for an
elected office, then the office
is known as a constitutional
officer. For example,

county auditor, clerk, court
clerk, sheriff and treasurer
positions are often mandated
by state constitutions.

to meet local needs, whether by
adding or removing positions, or by
converting positions from elected
to appointed.

Some states have unique row
officer positions. In Arizona, the
constable is an elected officer
which executes the orders of the
court but does not perform the
more traditional law enforcement
duties of the sheriff And in
Michigan, counties may appoint a
drain commissioner to administer laws involving flood
protection, stormwater and soil erosion, due to the
fact that the state has been historically dominated by
swamps that harbor potential health risks and negative
impacts for agricultural lands. ™!

The title of a county position does not necessarily
reflect the responsibilities of that position nor
indicate whether the position is elected or
appointed. For example, clerks in Florida typically
serve as the Treasurer for the county and might also
serve as the clerk to the county board and the county
administrator, or they may provide other services.

MOST COMMON CONSTITUTIONAL “ROW" OFFICERS, BY STATE

Frequency of Row Officer Positions, by State Statute
50

40

N
o

o

Assessor Attorney Auditor Clerk Coroner

Source: NACo Collection and Analysis, 2022

30 I I I I

Court Clerk

Engineer  Recorder / Sheriff Surveyor  Treasurer /
Register of Deeds Tax Collector
B ves-Mandated I Yes- Optional No
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Glossary of Most Common County
Elected Officials

Like the federal government, America’s 3,069 county governments are designed with “checks and
balances"” of authorities, mandates and functions across executive, legislative and judicial duties. These
responsibilities are exercised within the framework of state and federal constitutional and statutory law.

County boards, led by nearly 19,500 elected officials nationally, generally exercise executive and legislative
powers, including oversight of the county budget, policies and general operations. In more than 700 counties, the
executive function is led or shared by a chief executive who is elected countywide.

Nationwide, more than 18,600 independently elected officials, often referred to as “constitutional” or “row" officers,
are also elected for specific county functions.

Below is a sample of the most common elected positions in county government:
= Assessor: Official who establishes the value of land and property for taxation
= Auditor: Official who oversees and monitors county assets and finances
= Clerk of the board: Clerk who provides support and record management for the county board
= Clerk of the courts: Clerk who serves as the administrative officer of the county court system
= Commissioner: Officials with board oversight of the budget, policy and general operations
= Coroner: Official who investigates the causes and manners of death in a county
= County attorney: Legal advisor for the county
= District attorney: Chief prosecutor for the state within the county
= Executive: Chief executive officer of the county, similar to a city mayor or state governor
= Public defender: Attorney who upholds the constitutional right to legal representation within the community
= Recorder: Official who manages the public records of the county (e.g., elections, land, birth & marriage)
= Sheriff: Chief law enforcement officer (also typically manages the county jail)

= Treasurer: Official responsible for the management and investment of financial assets



Key Takeaways

County Executive, Legislative
And Judicial Powers: A majority
of counties operate under the traditional,
commission form of county government;
however, over 40 percent have shifted to
either appoint a county administrator or
elect an executive.

Constitutional “Row” Officers:
There are more than 18,600 other
independently elected county officers
responsible for specific county functions.



County Finances

County boards approve the final budget, similar to how Congress adopts the federal budget. In most counties with

an elected county executive or appointed county administrator, these officials are often responsible for developing

the initial budget preparation. In total, county governments invest more than $740 billion annually, based on U.S.

Census of Governments data.

PROPERTY TAXES PROVIDE TOP SOURCE OF COUNTY REVENUE

Breakdown of Total County Revenue

property Tax |
integovernmental (st |
Charges
Sales Taxes _
Utility Revenue
Other Intergovernmental (Federal + Local)

Other Taxes

Other Admin. _

0 $50B $100B$ 150B $200B$

Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau - 2022 Census of Individual Governments: Finance

The top source of revenue for county governments

IS property taxes, which provides counties with

$200 billion of revenue each year, or one third

(38 percent) of all county-generated revenue.

250B
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The large majority of the funding that counties use to
provide servicesis generated by the county government
itself, sourcing taxes and fees from residents
and businesses.  County governments generate
68percentofallourowncountyrevenue. Aboutonethird
(32 percent) comes from other governmental entities,
namely federal (8 percent) and state (22 percent)

governments, with variations by state and county.

Overall, the top source of revenue for county
governments is property taxes, which provides
counties with $200 billion of revenue each year, or one
third (38 percent) of all county-generated revenue. Tax
revenue as a whole provides over half (63 percent)
of all county-generated revenue. Sales taxes are the
second largest tax category, providing $70 billion
(13 percent of county-generated revenue). Tax revenue
is especially important to county governments because
it mostly goes into county general funds, thus allowing
for the most flexibility in investing the funding back
into the community.

Charges and fees comprise the overall second largest
category of county revenues, providing $142 billion,
or one quarter (27 percent) of county-generated
revenue. These revenues, however, generally do
not provide any flexibility to the local government,
but are rather a “dollar in, dollar out” category
of revenue which encompasses funding that goes
directly to provide a specific service or to reimburse
the government for a service already provided. Some
common examples include court and recording fees,
public library charges, parks and recreation charges
(including camping areas, swimming pools, museums
and other facilities operated by the county), highway
tolls, public hospital charges and revenue associated
with public housing projects. These types of charges
come directly from a specific government service and
support that service directly.

When it comes to large investments, most counties
turn to debt financing to make the investment more

quickly without having to wait to save up cash.
Whether investing in capital infrastructure or helping
the community recover from a disaster, there are
certain times when general fund revenues cannot
cover the necessary expenditures, so debt financing
becomes an invaluable financial tool. Typically, a local
government will issue bonds to borrow money, though
some may qualify for certain state or federal loan
programs, or even take out a short-term loan from a
bank or other financial institution.

Although property taxes are the top revenue source
for counties in aggregate, much variation exists at the
state level. Counties in some states rely heavily on
local sales taxes (Missouri), charges and fees (Indiana)
or even local income taxes (Kentucky and Maryland).
This variation exists in part due to shifting local
priorities, but also due to varied county fiscal authority.
County governments are dependent on states for the
authority to raise revenue. Most states permit county
governments some amount of flexibility over the ability
to raise revenue, though some states impose more
restrictions while others grant more authority. For
example, Georgia, Hawaii and Tennessee do not impose
any restrictions on county property taxes, thus allowing
counties to adjust property tax revenue according to
the needs of residents. On the other hand, in five states
(Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey,
Vermont), counties are severely restricted in their ability
to raise revenue and not permitted to levy their own
property taxes; rather, counties in these states must
levy property taxes through their municipalities.

Thirty-one (31) states allow counties to implement
some kind of local sales tax, though states tend
to restrict sales taxes more than property taxes,
sometimes only allowing sales tax revenue to be
levied for specific purposes. In Colorado, for example,
counties may collect a sales tax only for public safety
improvements. Depending on the state, counties may
also collect a local income tax, a tax on short-term
rentals, a fuel tax or one of a variety of other taxes.
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COUNTY REVENUE STRUCTURE IS DIVERSE

County-Generated Revenue Breakdown by State
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Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau - 2022 Census of Individual Governments: Finance

Note: “County-generated revenue” excludes intergovernmental revenue from the federal, state and other local governments.
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County revenues are important for the services they
enable counties to provide. The top four investment
categories for counties are Health and Human Services
($193 billion or 26 percent), Justice and Public Safety
($124 billion or 17 percent), Education ($121 billion or 16
percent) and Transportation ($60 billion or 8 percent).

At the state level, the top county investment categories
vary, though Health and Human Services, Justice and
Public Safety and Transportation are still the most
common categories to find in the top four county
investment categories.

Education is a unique category because, although
counties in nearly every state contribute to the
education system, these contributions are recorded as
specifically county expenditures only in some states.

Education is a top county investment category only in

nine states.

Aside from these top investment categories, counties
devote resources to numerous other services for
residents, totaling another $243 billion annually. This
amount includes $23 billion of county investments
in public amenities (such as parks and libraries), $18
billion in housing and community development, $27
billion in sewerage and solid waste and $18 billion in
utilities (most of which is for water).

All of these county services and expenditures are
dependent both on the authority each state gives
to county governments in state law, as well as the
ability of each county to raise adequate revenue.

HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES IS TOP COUNTY INVESTMENT

Total County Expenditures, by Category

Health and Human Services
Justice and Public Safety
Education

Transportation

Utilities

Administrative

Public Amenities

Housing and Community Development
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Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau - 2022 Census of Individual Governments: Finance
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COUNTY PRIORITIES ARE DIVERSE
County Expenditure Breakdown by State
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A Snapshot: Functions of County

Government

Following is a brief snapshot of the governmental responsibilities of America’s county governments:

COUNTIES EMPLOY 939,001 JUSTICE AND PUBLIC SAFETY WORKERS
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I CORRECTIONS

Justice and Public Safety

Nationally, counties employ over 939,000 justice
and public safety workers - more than in any other
service category, education aside.

Counties provide a range of services within the public
safety sphere in collaboration with the state and
other local governments. Law enforcement is often
a joint effort between counties and municipalities.
Municipalities routinely fund and provide police
forces, while counties employ a sheriff to oversee

Counties play a major role in two
distinct areas of justice and public
safety: emergency response and
preparedness, and the criminal
justice system.

COUNTIES ANNUALLY INVEST:

$13.3B

IN FIRE
PROTECTION
ACTIVITIES

B FIRE PROTECTION

JUDICIAL & LEGAL B POLICE PROTECTION

arrests and correctional statutes within the jail system.
Counties mostly maintain both jails and courthouses,
with additional support from the state. Fire and
ambulance services can be provided together or
separately in counties; however, in contrast to jails and
courthouses, fire and ambulance services are typically
not required services or are provided jointly with other
adjoining counties or municipalities. Most counties
play a central role in emergency management
services, developing emergency operations plans
and procedures to bolster disaster resiliency. These

$428
T0 SUPPORT

$21B
INCOUNTY
COURTS
AND LEGAL
SERVICES

$29B

TO OPERATE
CORRECTIONAL
FACILITIES

2,961 POLICE
AND SHERIFF
DEPARTMENTS
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services can include items like 911 call centers and court clerks, and jail administrators (and court
flood control, as well as other unique services such facilities)

as firearm regulation or wildfire management. . Counties provide essential first responder

In all 48 states with county governments, counties services through sheriffs, police departments,

play a significant role in administering public safety constables, 911 operations, firefighters, EMT/

services, dedicating approximately one quarter of the EMS professionals and coroners/medical

total county workforce to justice and public safety. examiners
- Counties operate 91 percent of local jails, which » Counties lead regional and local emergency

processed more than 7.3 million admissions in management planning, response and
2022 coordination, including through county

. Emergency Operations Centers
« Counties serve as the local arm of the state/

county court systems, including key players such
as judges, district attorneys, public defenders,

NUMBER OF FEDERALLY DECLARED DISASTERS BY COUNTY BETWEEN 2014 AND 2024

The number of disaster declarations authorized by the President, both major disaster declarations and emergency
declarations, for incidents affecting a county in 2014-2024

Source: U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency 2014 - 2024 Disasters 487 919 446 77
data as of November 2024. 14 81 21 73 9
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COUNTIES EMPLOY 781,008 HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES WORKERS
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I HEALTH [l HOSPITALS HUMAN SERVICES
Health and Human Services . Counties own or support over 900 public

hospitals and clinics with more than 58,000 beds
Counties in 46 states play a key role in providing health

and human services to residents, including public + Counties manage and/or govern more than 1,900

health departments, hospital services, mental health local public health departments / authorities

services, senior care, social services, child welfare and » Counties operate more than 700 long-term care
indigent burials. Counties together employ 781,000 facilities and more than 750 behavioral health
health and human services workers - one fifth of the authorities

total county workforce.

COUNTIES PLAY AN ESSENTIAL ROLE IN PROTECTING,
PROMOTING AND IMPROVING THE HEALTH OF
COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE NATION.

0 Qo

CE)
Counties support
Counties employ over more than Counties also

533000 900 700

hospital and health care workers. hospitals that provide
inpatient medical care
and specialized care.

long-term care facilities.

38 / The County Landscape: A Primer on County Structure and Authority



» Counties provide mandated healthcare for low-
income, uninsured or indigent residents in a

majority of states

» Counties contribute to Medicaid in 25 states,

Block Grant (SSBG) in 9 states, the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) in 10 states,
the child welfare system in 11 states and the Child
Care and Development Fund (CCDF) in 8 states.

including the District of Columbia. Of these Counties invest $62 billion of federal, state and

states, 19 mandate counties to contribute to local funds in human services each year.

the non-federal share of Medicaid costs and/ « Over 248,000 county human services

or administrative, program, physical health and professionals deliver vital services to our

behavioral costs nation’s most vulnerable populations, including

. Counties significant health services, including seniors, individuals with disabilities, children

mental health and substance abuse treatment, experiencing abuse and neglect, homeless

for the general public and for millions of inmates individuals and low-income households.

of county jails and detention facilities « Counties in 29 states, plus the District of

Columbia, have county veterans service officers
(CVSOs), predominantly funded with local
taxpayer dollars, to serve as essential advocates

- Counties partner with the federal government to
administer a wide range of human services and
nutrition supports that help stabilize vulnerable
families and individuals, though this role varies for veterans and their families as they navigate

the complex process of accessing their Veteran

Affairs (VA) benefits.

by program and state. County-administered
programs include Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) and the Social Services

COUNTY VETERAN SERVICE OFFICERS (CVSOs) BY STATE

Indicated whether a state has or does not have County Veteran Service Officers (CV/SOs)

.
L.E!‘Q]v;?

‘;'r‘w‘»‘

-

EC

State with CVSOs State without CVSOs

Source: National Association of County Veteran Service Officers
(Adapted by Center for a New American Security (CNAS))
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Infrastructure

Nationwide, counties employ 312,000 workers to
provide services such as roads, bridges, public transit,
airports and utilities, including water, solid waste and
sewerage. Counties in all 48 states with active county

governments provide some infrastructure services.
Most often, county infrastructure services focus on
transportation. In 10 states, counties focus more on
utilities than transportation.

COUNTIES EMPLOY 312,506 INFRASTRUCTURE WORKERS

120,867 workers

ALL U.S. COUNTIES

50K 100K 150K

B TRANSIT
SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT

B STREETS & HIGHWAYS

BREAKDOWN OF OWNERSHIP OF PUBLIC ROADS
BY HIGHWAY AGENCY, 2020

44.6% (1.8M MILES)
COUNTY HIGHWAY
AGENCIES

19.4% (797K MILES)
STATE HIGHWAY
AGENCIES

31.1% (1.3M MILES)
OTHER LOCAL
GOVERNMENT
HIGHWAY AGENCIES

72,287 workers

[ AIR TRANSPORTATION

200K 250K 300K

30,457
workers

B SEWERAGE
GAS SUPPLY

WATER TRANSPORT & TERMINALS

I WATER UTILITIES [ ELECTRIC POWER

« Counties own and maintain more than 45 percent
of public road miles and 38 percent of bridges

» Counties support 40 percent of public
transportation systems

» Counties own or involved in operations of more
than one-third of public airports

« Counties are major owners of public facilities,
such as courthouses, county administration
buildings, jails and detention centers, dams and
reservoirs, sports stadiums, water purification
systems, sewage treatment facilities, ports, and
solid waste management and recycling centers

There are 4.1 million public
road miles within counties
across the nation where most
trips both start and end.
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Public Amenities and Administration

Counties provide a wide range of public amenities to « Essential community facilities and services, such
residents, employing over 150,000 workers to manage as parks and recreation, public libraries, arts and
parks and playground systems, recreation facilities, culture programs and facilities, community and
libraries, cemeteries and tourism efforts, among other technical colleges, housing and homelessness
services. Most county governments have some role in services, and community and economic
managing public amenities - typically an optional role. development

Counties generally have broad authority over
planning, zoning and development, which includes
regulation of housing, environmental conservation and
economic development. County responsibilities range
from establishing local planning commissions and
housing authorities to direct financial contributions to

environmental and economic development programs.

COUNTIES EMPLOY 312,506 PUBLIC AMENITY WORKERS

49,667 16,586 85117

workers workers workers

ALL U.S. COUNTIES

50K 100K 150K

B LIBRARIES I NATURAL RESOURCES I PARKS & RECREATION

Nearly
half of all counties (1,444)

dedicate a portion of our workforce to

establishing and maintaining

public land for leisure
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TOTAL REGISTERED VOTERS (2020)

560 559 559 559 559
49 6.2K 12.6K 241K 62.6K 5.6M

Source: NACo Analysis of State Board of Elections website data

Additionally, county governments have an important » Tax assessments and collections, including for
administrative role to play in our nation's system other public entities such as public schools,
of governance, which includes record keeping, municipalities and special purpose districts
tax assessments and collections, elections and

intergovernmental coordination. « Elections administration including funding and

L . . t of 100,000 polli | d
« Record keeping including birth and death rmanagement ot over pofiing places an

. . coordination and training of more than 630,000
certificates, court records, election records,

. . poll workers each election cycle
land records, marriage licenses, real estate

transactions and tax assessments
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Public Lands . The Secure Rural Schools and Community
- Nearly 62 percent of counties have federal public Self-Determination (SRS) Act was enacted in

land within our boundaries 2000 to compensate for steep reductions in

revenues from timber harvests, which resulted

+ As federal land is not taxable by local from national policies that substantially

governments, the federal Payment-in-Lieu- diminished revenue-generating activities within
federal forests. For FY 2023, the SRS program

provided $273 million for roads and schools and

of-Taxes (PILT) account provides essential
compensation to over 1,850 counties in 49
states, the District of Columbia, Guam, Puerto " . .
other critical services in over 700 mostly rural
Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands for lost tax . .
counties, parishes and boroughs across the

revenues. Counties collectively received more .
y United States.

than $621 million in PILT funding in FY 2024,

2024 PAYMENT IN LIEU OF TAXES (PILT) AMOUNT

1344 543 568 439 175
$0.0 $1.0 $10.0K $100.0K $1.0M $4.2M

Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Department of the Interior Data
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Key Takeaways

Justice & Public Safety:

Counties employ 939,000 workers across

48 states to provide a wide range of
mandated and optional public safety services,
including law enforcement, jails, courts, fire
departments, ambulances, 911 centers and
emergency management.

Infrastructure:

Counties employ 312,000 workers across
48 states to maintain 45 percent of public
roads and 38 percent of bridges, as well as
provide transit, airport and various utility
services.

Health & Human Services:
Counties in 46 states employ 781,000
workers to provide public health
departments, hospitals, mental health
centers, senior care, social services, child
welfare and indigent burials.

Public Amenities:

Over 150,000 county workers manage mostly
optional public amenities including parks

and playground systems, recreation facilities,
libraries, cemeteries and tourism efforts.



Counties and the Intergovernmental

System

The National Association of Counties
(NACo), as the national voice of
America's county government officials,
holds a special place in our nation's
federalist system of intergovernmental
entities.

As an association of public officials,
NACo is not a special interest group
but a major partner in our nation's
Under
America's form of Federalism, the

intergovernmental  system.
intergovernmental system is about the balance, division
and sharing of power and responsibilities between and
among levels of government: federal, state, local and
tribal.

NACo is a member of the “Big Seven” coalition of
national associations whose members represent
the chief elected officials of state and local
governments. The leadership of our organizations
work together regularly to address national issues of
mutual interest affecting state and local governments,
including in consultation and partnership with elected
and appointed officials across the three branches of
the federal government.

The Big Seven Coalition consists of NACo, along with
the National Governors Association, Council of State

NACo and our
county officials are
not lobbyists or

a special interest
group. We are

Intergovernmental
system of public
elected officials. our associations

Governments, National Conference
of State Legislatures, U.S. Conference
of Mayors, National League of Cities
and the City/County

Management Association (only group

International

representing non-elected officials).

part of our nation’s

As national representatives of general-
purpose state and local governments,
led by our publicly elected officials,
are distinguished

from the larger world of nonprofits and
special interest groups, mainly by our governmental
membership and our connections to governmental
policy. As public entities, our collective missions are to
represent the broader, public interest in public affairs.

At the core of NACo's mission is to bring county officials
together to advance county priorities in national
policymaking, promote exemplary county policies and
practices, nurture leadership skillsand expand knowledge
networks, optimize county and taxpayer resources and
enrich the public's understanding of county government.
NACo achieves this goal by involving over 1,500 county
elected and professional officials in more than 30 NACo
committees, caucuses, advisory committees and task
forces.

Under America’s form of Federalism, the intergovernmental system is about the

balance, division and sharing of power and responsibilities between and among levels

of government: federal, state, local and tribal.
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Annually, counties invest over America's counties employ

$740 3.6

billion million

in our communities public servants, representing one
out of every 50 American workers

* The 3,069 county governments include all counties, parishes in Louisiana and boroughs in Alaska.
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