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 At the June 2004 annual Texas City Management Association (TCMA) 
conference in South Padre, several TCMA colleagues asked me about my PhD class work 
experiences. Some even expressed an interest in eventually working on their PhD and 
asked questions about scheduling classes and the class workload. As a result, I thought it 
might prove interesting to review my experiences and some of the subject matter from 
my first year.  
 
 Some of my comments about government and politics may seem common sense, 
because they confirm your conventional wisdom as learned from the job. In fact, much of 
the theory and research confirm real life experiences and validate the value of your “gut 
feelings” based upon experience. At the same time, some of the theory may cause you to 
rethink your anecdotal perspectives, because you discover that you reached the wrong 
conclusions from your experiences. Whatever results, I assure you that your mind will be 
challenged in the classroom at a more abstract level than in the workplace, and this 
abstract level will affect your perspective on everyday experiences in the workplace. And 
I think that such mental exercise is good for rejuvenating your thought processes and 
strengthening your problem solving skills. 
 
 I emphasize upfront that I have thoroughly enjoyed the University of Houston 
coursework, because of the readings, the professors’ emphasis on seminar participation 
and entertainment of different opinions and perspectives. They are pragmatic in their 
approaches to teaching political science. 
 
Background 
  
 In 2003 I entered the University of Houston PhD program in political science 
after a 30 years hiatus from formal education. In 1973 when I graduated with my MPA 
from the LBJ School of Public Affairs at UT Austin, I was eager to “put the theory 
behind me and get into the real world and start a career.” Little did I know that 30 years 
later I would return to academia with my real world experiences and match them up with 
the theory. My city government career (1973-2003) was spent in Denison, Cleveland, 
Uvalde, and Missouri City. 
 
Overall Perspective 
  
 Not surprisingly, graduate school format and workload have remained basically 
the same as 31 years ago. The reading assignments are still massive. The 3 hour seminars 
are long, but still stimulating and challenging. After I have completed my readings and 
before I walk into the seminar, I feel knowledgeable about the subject, but once the 
seminar discussions begin, then I realize that my understanding of the readings is one of 
many and possibly my understanding is flawed. This certainly gives you a dose of 
humility. 
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 There are, however, some major differences from 31 years ago when I attended 
the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin, and I have listed 
those below: 
 

A. Computer technology has made research and readings much easier than they were 
in the days of the FORTRAN computer language and the main frame computer 
when keypunch machines were the only hardware handled by students.  

1. Readings: In 1971 reserved readings for classroom assignments were 
available only at the university library, and this meant waiting in line with 
your classmates for the readings and then quickly reading the literature 
and taking notes. If you wanted to avoid taking notes, you could copy the 
literature, but copying was not as easy as today. Copy machines were not 
as readily available as today, and even if they were the cost per sheet was 
quite high (e.g., adjusted for inflation the cost would be about 50 cents 
per copy today). Now almost all readings are available in electronic 
format so that you can read/print them via the Internet at home or at 
school.  

2. Research 30 years ago used the paper file card and physical search mode 
of operation, which were very labor intensive. Now there are several 
specialized search machines available on the Internet and any university 
Intranet system to find all the research material you could want in a few 
seconds. For example, I did a search for the subject “civic infrastructure” 
on Google and came up with 189,000 hits in under 10 seconds. On the 
MSN search engine, 84,000 hits resulted. For specialized journal 
documents, I found 64 on Jstor which were almost precisely what I 
needed. This was accomplished in less than 2 hours compared to what 
would have taken days 30 years ago. 

3. Instruction: It has been claimed that with the latest software applications 
for statistics, students can learn as much in 2 semesters (8 hours) as they 
previously did in 3 years.   

B. Methodological and technical strategies in research are emphasized much more 
now than they were 30 years ago. At UT we were required to take 8 hours of 
computer language and we had to learn enough FORTRAN to write a few simple 
computer programs. This training was required so that we would not be 
intimidated by the information technology specialists in our future workplaces. 
But analytical research or a particular methodology were not emphasized. For 
example, when we attended visiting professors’ presentations, never did a 
question of methodology come up from us or our professors during the Q&A 
session. The questions were related directly to the subject matter. Today most 
questions are related to methodology. This is not to be critical but just to describe 
what has changed. 

C. Linear Regression: Much of today’s analytical work involves the use of linear 
regression to determine if a linear relationship exists between variables.1 For 
example, since water consumption increases with dry weather, then there a direct 

                                                
1 Postscript: In later semesters we studied non-linear relationships which are more representative of the 
relationships that exist in practice. 
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correlation between water consumption and dry weather. This is pretty simple, but 
that is basically how linear regression works. One product of linear regression is 
the R2  (R square) factor which indicates the percentage of the dependent variable 
that is explained by the independent variable – e.g., from the example above, 80% 
of the amount of water consumption (dependent variable) can be explained by dry 
weather (independent variable). If the R2 is as high as 80%, then you have a good 
relationship and you can confidently make predictions from that relationship. 
 While I did not know anything about linear regression prior to returning to 
school, I do think that over 30 years of government work I was mentally 
formulating little R2’s as I determined courses of action to take on city problems. 
If my R2 was high, then I would take that course of action, if it were not, then I 
would not. I was performing linear regressions without knowing it, and most 
public managers do this! 

D. Bibliographical Essays∗: Assignments today include bibliographical essays which 
review the literature – i.e., research, books, government reports, and journal 
articles -- on a specific subject. It is not a research paper per se which draws 
conclusions or develops a theory or model. It analyzes the literature on the topic 
and assesses areas of agreement/disagreement among the authors and how their 
conclusions fit into the specific subject area. Locating the literature is where the 
computer technology mentioned in A.2 above comes in handy. 

E. Generalizing: Much academic literature attempts to generalize findings from 
specific research to the general population of events or activities. I agree with the 
19th century French philosopher Tocqueville who said that “men of letters who 
have written history without taking part in public affairs” are “inclined to find 
general causes” for events that happen in public affairs. He felt that they were 
deceived.2 For example, if X form of government succeeds in city X, then it 
should succeed in all cities. It is similar to many management-by-best-seller 
books, which try to apply one management style to all situations. We know, 
however, that different organizational situations require different management 
styles. The same applies to many research findings – their application to a 
situation depends on the specifics of the situation. 

 
Readings  
 
 As mentioned above, graduate school still consists of massive assignments of 
readings. It is not unusual to have several thousand pages of reading per course per 
semester. This includes books and professional and academic articles. Of course, the 

                                                
∗ Today professors frequently instruct me not to write “like a city manager” – i.e., “don’t worry about 
brevity;” “write the last paragraph as well as the first paragraph because unlike city officials, we (the 
professors) will read the entire document;” and “don’t use bullets so much.” For example, this paper is 
written with my city manager’s hat on. It would not be acceptable for a classroom assignment. In a way this 
reminds me of my Army experience, because I learned how to write “the Army way” in 1970 and then 
when I attended graduate school, I had to relearn how to write for schoolwork.  
2 Clarence Stone, Regime Politics: Governing Atlanta 1946-1988 (Lawrence: Univ. of Kansas, 1989) p. 3 
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readings for the most part are not easy readings – there is nothing as simple as a Tom 
Clancy or John Grisham novel in academic literature.+ 
 
 Another characteristic of academic literature is the assumption that the reader has 
a high level of understanding of the subject matter and the previous literature on the 
subject. For example, when I first came across a citation such as “(Putnam 1993)” it 
meant nothing to me. If I had read Putnam’s Making Democracy Work, I would have 
known that “Putnam 1993” represented 20 years of research on the making of democracy 
in Italy and made the case for the importance of civic engagement for improving the 
effectiveness of government. In other words, academic literature assumes that the reader 
is well-versed on the subject matter and explanations of previous research and/or 
literature are not necessary. 
 
 When I read theory such as Schattsneider’s scopes of conflict3 or Olson’s 
collective action4, 30 years ago, I would complain that I wanted to “get into the real 
world and to forget the theory.” Little did I realize that in my professional career I would 
discover that the theories had application in the workplace. For example, I believe that 
Schattsneider’s scopes of conflict and keeping conflict to the lowest level possible 
increased my longevity in cities, because I was not frequently involved in community-
wide conflict as are some public managers.  
 
 What this means today is that public managers should be paying more attention to 
the theory being discussed in school, because the theory may provide new insight to 
management and government. Below I have summarized a few of the current thoughts on 
urban management which I believe is applicable today:  
 

Examples of Readings from Urban Politics 
 

A. Influence is more important than control5: 30 years ago we debated the elitist vs. the 
pluralist concepts of community power, and which mode of power was the most 
prevalent. We usually concluded that it depended on the community and on the 
issue. Now, however, with more disparate groups in a community, it may be that our 
debate over power and its resulting control were misdirected, because influence is 
more important than control. Control might be nice to have, but it is difficult to 
achieve. Influence would include informal arrangements that support and 
complement the formal workings of governmental authority. These arrangements 

                                                
+ I think that novels can offer good insight into complex issues. For example, in the Tom Clancy novel, The 
Bear and The Dragon, about a Chinese invasion of Russia, the Russian General Iosifovich pondered the 
necessity of each military commander focusing on his mission and leaving the missions of others to others, 
trusting them to do the jobs assigned to them: “It was the only way an army could function really. 
Otherwise you’d be so worried about what was happening around you that you’d never get your own work 
done, and the entire thing would quickly grind to a halt. It was called tunnel vision when it didn’t work and 
good teamwork when it did.” I used this excerpt to illustrate to my department heads why they should focus 
on their departments and not worry about other departments. 
3 E. E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People (Wadsworth, US, 1975) 
4 Mancur Olson Jr, The Logic of Collective Action (Schocken Books, NY, 1968) 
5 Stone, Regime Politics: Governing Atlanta 1946-1988. 
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are actions such as coordination, incrementalism and not comprehensive efforts, and 
adaptation. These are not the actions that a General George Patton type would take 
in his attack across France in World War II, but they are actions that fit into today’s 
complicated and fragmented world – e.g., in our efforts to establish a new 
government in Iraq, it has been suggested by several experts that the USA has more 
control in Iraq then it has influence with the various groups. 

B. Fragmentation is a fact of governmental life. Theoretically the fragmentation of 
government may not be ideal, but it is what exists on the ground, especially in 
metropolitan areas. As early as the 1830’s, Toqueville mentioned the prevalence of 
a large number of governments in the US. Even though formal regionalization is 
usually supported by business elites and once had strong support of academia in the 
1950’s and 1960’s, countless efforts to formally regionalize governments have 
failed in referendums. In spite of these failures, somehow fragmented governments 
successfully perform. They do so with a variety of means including the use of 
influence and the informal arrangements mentioned above in A. 

C. A better civic infrastructure results from civic associations and churches: There is a 
general consensus that community associations such as civic clubs and churches are 
important to the vitality of a community’s civic infrastructure. Also, the type of 
business/industrial development in a community has an impact on the civic 
infrastructure. More churches and more small businesses or small industrial 
operations in a community mean a better civic infrastructure. I know that most of 
the time cities focus on bigger industry or businesses because they will provide the 
most employment and larger tax base. Also, many times cities do not get excited 
about new churches, because they feel that there are enough churches with their tax 
exempt property already. However, since smaller businesses and churches are 
positives for a community’s civic infrastructure, then perhaps cities should 
emphasize them more when developing strategies for economic development 
strategies and for the location of new churches in the community. 

D. Another perspective on the fragmentation or “proliferation” of governments: In 
1987 with the issuance of Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations 
(ACIR) Report A-109, the federal government changed its stance on special districts 
and fragmentation.  Prior to this report, the federal government had historically been 
on the side of less fragmentation of government or what it tells labels as “a diversity 
of local governments.” However, this report described fragmentation using new 
terms such as “proliferation” and from the perspective of local citizens’ choice and 
the result was supportive of special districts.  
 The report is worth reading to gain another perspective on special districts and 
regionalization. I agree with some aspects of the report such as its comments on the 
distinction between the “provision” and “production” of public goods.  I believe that 
as far as fragmentation, it is not calling a duck and duck. It is sugar coating the 
potential for greater inefficiency, duplication, and lack of accountability by claiming 
that is what the voters want (citizens’ choice). It does not acknowledge that the bulk 
of special districts are created by 2 or 3 voters on developer owned property and are 
developer driven. 

E. The City is both an economic unit and a social unit: A city serves two main 
purposes in the lives of its citizens: 1) As an economic unit to generate jobs and a 
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tax base; and 2) As a social unit to provide important psychological needs and social 
indoctrination for people through their neighborhoods, city governmental 
organization, etc. However, while the economic unit wants to moderate the 
segregational social tendencies of the population, the social unit reinforces these 
segregational tendencies.6 City government tends to focus on the city economic unit 
much more than the social unit, because this is the source of the tax base. This 
article was written in 1967 during the height of the urban riots in the US, after the 
signing of the Civil Rights Law in 1965, and during LBJ’s War on Poverty. So, it 
has some perspectives that are probably outdated, however, the segregrational 
housing tendencies probably are not. 

F. We may not like the redistribution of wealth, but it is more commonplace than we 
realize. Cities – especially non-central cities-- focus on allocative and 
developmental policies. Allocative policies are the normal operational functions 
which cities have historically provided such as streets, police, fire, parks, utilities, 
etc. Developmental policies enhance the economic vitality of the community by 
enhancing the tax base and generate additional revenues for city allocative 
operations. Public managers spend much of their time in these two areas.  
 However, there is another area, which is redistributive policy, not only for the 
needy and unfortunate, but for the large number of citizens who are not paying their 
full share of a public good’s cost. For example, the public owning higher than 
average valued properties are paying more property taxes than the public owning no 
property or with property valued less than the average.  
 These redistributive policies provide reasonable equal citizen access to public 
services, which is basically a transfer from the better-off to the less well-off 
segments of the community. All cities have such policies and they vary in 
percentage of the budget depending on city size. Some redistributive costs are 
obvious while others are unnoticed. The most noticed are programs for the 
homeless, drug problems, job training, low cost housing, and free medical care. 7 
Unnoticed, but still important because they are a main purpose for government, are 
most public services and goods. This is the nature of a public service and public 
good – all citizens benefit, regardless of how much, if any, taxes they pay. 

G. The “Politics of Announcement” wear out public managers. We have all 
experienced elected officials who capitalize on the announcements of new planned 
projects or the award of a major federal grant. They make it appear to the public that 
the “great prize” is the announced project. They forget about implementation.∗ They 
win the politics of announcement but forget the politics of development, because 
development – what I call implementation – is time-consuming, difficult, and 

                                                
6 Robert Dorfman, “The Function of the City,” (The Urban Economy, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1976) p. 37 
7 Paul E. Peterson, (City Limits, Chicago, Univ. of Chicago Press, 1981) pp. 41-46. 
∗ In 1978 my mayor in a small Texas city was delighted to have received 65 CETA positions (federally 
funded jobs through the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act) for the city workforce. Everyone 
thought it was a great feat. However, no one realized that overnight the city’s workforce was being 
doubled, but there was no additional funding for supervisors. Also, the impact of less motivated CETA 
workers upon the regular city workers was not acknowledged. Needless to say, I had my hands full for 
several months until I had a supervisor and was able to apply discipline and rules to the CETA workers. 
But even then it was never an ideal situation. 



 7 

politically treacherous.8 At the federal and state levels this is more common, 
because implementation is at the local level of government and they are not worried 
about implementation. 

H. Not all cities are equal as far as economic development choices. A city’s choices for 
an economic development strategy increase when they are economically secure and 
have supportive local cultures. 9 This means that a city in a great location on a major 
freeway with a large sales tax base has more choices of how much of its public 
power to use in the marketplace while a rural city miles away from a major freeway 
or a central city will have fewer choices. For example, Missouri City as a growing 
suburban city  next to Houston has more economic development choices than 
Uvalde located 90 miles west of San Antonio. This is not because Missouri City is 
better governed than Uvalde, but because Missouri City has a better location near 2 
million people and in a prime growth area. At the same time, however, Missouri 
City for years was the largest city in Texas not located on a freeway and the 
difference with its suburban neighbors who were located on Houston’s freeways 
was very noticeable – e.g., sales taxes per capita equaled less than $100/capita in 
Missouri City compared to over $300/capita for the cities located on the freeways. 
This meant that Missouri City had fewer choices than did its neighbors.  
 Choices available for economic development strategies include whether the city 
should be permissive in its use of codes to attract businesses, whether to be 
exclusionary for types of businesses, or whether or not to even recruit business. The 
rural city or the city located off the freeway will not have as many choices, because 
they do not have the tax resources to allow them any leeway on their codes, they 
cannot afford to exclude businesses that which to locate there, and they cannot be 
passive in economic development recruitment. 
 I have frequently suggested that a suburban manager and elected officials could 
learn a little humility if their city was located miles from a freeway or from a central 
city. Then they would learn that the difficulty of their economic development work 
and the number of successes is more dependent upon location than they might want 
to admit. 

I. Texas cities historically have had much local discretionary power, but it may be 
shrinking.  In 1980 the Advisory Committee on Intergovernmental Relations listed 
Texas as providing cities with the most discretionary power in the United States. 
Discretionary power is described as “authority to deal with their own affairs” related 
to four types of authority – financial, functions, personnel, and structure.10 The 
same, however, is not true for counties, because Texas is ranked number 43 for 
allowing counties very little discretion. This is not surprising given the Texas 1876 
Constitution and its weak form of county government. It would be interesting to 
know how Texas cities rank today after the 13 legislature sessions since 1980! 
 You should closely monitor this trend, because between 1973 and 2003 in my 
career I witnessed a great change in attitude from the Texas Legislature as far as the 

                                                
8 Haywood Sanders, “Developmental Politics Reconsidered,” (Urban Affairs Quarterly, June 1987) p. 533 
9 Savitch and Kantor, (Cities in the International Marketplace, Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 2002) 
p. 27 
10 “The Five Types of Local Governments: Characteristics and Development,” (ACIR,  US GPO, 1982) p. 
262 
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tendencies to limit cities’ discretion. The result has been increased difficulties for 
Texas cities to manage their own affairs. 

 
 Any one of these readings could be an all day program or at least a 3 hour 
discussion as far as ramifications for cities. It these types of readings tweak your interest, 
then you might consider taking a few courses at your local university. 
 
Changes in My Perspective on Local Government  
 
 Having trained and worked in city management for so long, I became accustomed 
to thinking in terms of hierarchical control, span of command, and other managerial 
terms which are more applicable within the city organization than in the community at 
large. Perhaps at one time when communities were more politically and demographically 
homogeneous, it was realistic to think more of government in managerial and 
organizational terms. Today communities are different with more demographic diversity, 
a broader range of public services and goods, more layers of governments, expanded 
political participation, and more organized interest groups. This means that management 
skills such as influence and coordination have more application, because managers do not 
operate in a black and white world of pure hierarchical arrangements, but in a fuzzier 
world with a blurring of governmental roles depending on the local situations. 
 
 My thoughts (understandings) in three areas of urban politics – regions, 
fragmentation of government, and civic infrastructure – have changed over the last year 
of class work. More detailed explanations appear in the appendix. 
  

1. Regional Governments: All public managers have fragmented government on the 
regional level in and around their cities – e.g., water districts, river authorities, 
housing authorities, cities, counties, school districts, college districts, subsidence 
districts, etc. Given such a fragmented governmental arrangement it would be 
easy to assume that effective government was very difficult if not impossible, 
because the layout of regional governments violates all the good managerial and 
organizational rules. Contrary to what is assumed, however, regional government 
is alive and well in the United States, but admittedly it is “hardly neat, clear-cut, 
or explicit.”11 

 
 Regions work together through a variety of means, but certainly not in a 
formal regional sense of government. For whatever reasons, voters throughout the 
US have constantly turned down regional governmental forms in referendums. 
Instead regions work through the informal integration of regional governments 
that is driven by political and economic realities such annexations, functional 
transfers of public services between governments, privatization, budgetary 
constraints, economies of scale, and regional planning for regional problems. The 
important characteristic is that one size does not fit all. 
 

                                                
11 Savitch and Kantor, p. 3. 
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 Working in this environment means using such actions as incrementalism, 
cooperation, mutual adjustment, inter-local agreements, public-private 
partnerships, flexibility, emphasis on process rather than structure, tentative steps, 
and collaboration. 
  
 Regardless of the frustrations that may result from such an arrangement of 
governments, this is the real world and managers must learn to adjust to it. In my 
career, my actions eventually reflected more of the descriptive terms listed above 
to get things done with other governments in the region. Informal arrangements 
are how regional governments truly work even though we might prefer a more 
centralized approach with more control. This is a given and we must work within 
the parameters of such a regional system or we will be doomed to frustration 
and/or failure. 
 

2. Fragmentation of Government: At one time I had a certain contempt for most 
special districts except for those that could be justified by a regional type problem 
such as the Houston-Galveston Subsidence District for both counties’ 
groundwater subsidence problem, the Edwards Underground Water District for 
water conservation and supply in seven Hill Country counties, or the Nueces 
River Authority for flood control and water supply in the Nueces River basin. I 
considered special districts as infringements upon general purpose government 
which resulted in fragmentation of government and related problems such as a 
low public awareness of government activities, high public debt, duplication of 
public services, and low accountability to the public. 

 
 After working in the Houston area for 10 years, I still consider the 
problems to exist, but I better appreciate that special districts have their niche in 
local government and this niche varies according to the local situation. The local 
situation may be as in the Houston area where MUDs are necessary to compete in 
the residential housing marketplace.∗ Or the location situation may consist of an 
isolated area where groundwater contamination requires a collective approach in 
order to achieve economies of scale. 
 
 Special districts are a fact of governmental life and are here to stay, 
because conditions are changing in urban and rural America as population 
densities and resulting problems increase. The constantly changing nature of local 
government forms, which certainly is exemplified by the ever increasing number 
of special districts, represents the adaptation of institutions to changing 
conditions. 
 

                                                
∗ I heard a Houston area MUD attorney claim that the average price of a house located in a MUD is reduced 
in price by about $15,000. My explanation is that this because the infrastructure debt is publicized through 
MUD debt rather than remaining private debt through the homeowner’s mortgage. If a builder doesn’t have 
MUD debt than his houses cannot compete against other MUD supported development. 
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3. Civic Infrastructure:  Public managers need a good understanding of the “civic 
infrastructure” so that they can better understand their city’s governance approach 
and improve it as necessary. 
 The civic infrastructure goes by many names – e.g., civic community, 
social capital, political culture, and civic engagement -- and is defined using 
various adjectives and terms – e.g., the citizens’ mind set about local government, 
support system, clusters of attitudes, trust, cooperative norms, associations, 
reciprocal, cultural norms, etc.  It includes community leadership, cooperation, 
education, and governance professionalism. Regardless of what it is called and 
which combination of its various components is used, the civic infrastructure 
complements the physical infrastructure in the development and maintenance of a 
city. 

 
 Without the various components of the civic infrastructure, cities could 
not successfully function as providers of public goods and public services.12 The 
public peace is not kept by the police, but “by an intricate, almost unconscious 
network of voluntary controls and standards among people themselves, and 
enforced by people themselves.”13 This unconscious network is the civic 
infrastructure. Without it, citizens would not provide their input for solving local 
problems. Nor would they readily support bond issues that pay for the physical 
infrastructure. The various components of the civic infrastructure – i.e., 
leadership, cooperation, education, etc. -- all come together in community 
problem solving, community projects, citizen participation in civic events, and 
support for capital improvement bond elections. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Needless to say, I am enjoying my return to academia. It is challenging, because 
reading and comprehending the material and the theories are difficult. It is interesting, 
because of meshing my experience with the theories and thinking about research that 
might prove beneficial to city government. And it is fun, because the new material and 
seminar dialogue between students and between professors and students are enjoyable. 
 
 
James Thurmond 
jthurmond@houston.rr.com 
281-261-7915 

  

                                                
12 Sturgess, Gary, “Taking Social Capital Seriously,” Social Capital, 2000, p. 
13 Jacobs, Jane, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Vintage Books, NY, 1961, p. 32. 
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Appendix 
 
 Below are topics from my class room assignments, which I have “cut and pasted” 
for this paper. They may not be coherent but my purpose is to give you an inkling of my 
thought processes. 
 

How Regions Work 
 All public managers are located in regions with fragmented layers of government. 
This is a fact of life. It does not matter if they located in rural or metropolitan areas. For 
example, I worked in both a rural community, Uvalde, and in a suburban community, 
Missouri City, and both had regional layers of government.  
 

City of Uvalde City of Missouri City 
1. Edwards Underground Water 

District 
Fort Bend Subsidence District 

2. Nueces River Authority  Brazos River Authority  
3. Uvalde Consolidated 

Independent School District  
Fort Bend Independent School 
District 

4. Uvalde County  Fort Bend County  
5. Highway 117 Water Supply 

Corporation (inside the ETJ) 
23 Municipal Utility Districts (18 
inside the city limits and 5 in ETJ)  

6. Middle Rio Grande 
Development Council 

Houston Galveston Area Council  

7. Southwest Texas Junior 
College District  

Houston Community College 
District  

8. Uvalde Housing Authority Tax Increment Investment Zones 
9. Uvalde Hospital Authority  

 
 Given such a fragmented governmental arrangement it would be easy to assume 
that effective government was very difficult if not impossible. There is no hierarchy of 
authority. There are no formalized channels for flow of information. There is no span of 
control. In fact, the layout of regional governments violates all the good managerial and 
organizational rules. Contrary to what is assumed, however, regional government is alive 
and well in the United States, but admittedly it is “hardly neat, clear-cut, or explicit.”14 

  
 Regions work together through a variety of means, but certainly not in a formal 
regional sense of government. For whatever reasons, voters throughout the US have 
constantly turned down regional governmental forms in referendums. Instead regions 
work through the informal integration of regional governments that is driven by political 
and economic realities such annexations, functional transfers of public services between 
governments, privatization, budgetary constraints, economies of scale, and regional 
planning for regional problems. The important characteristic is that one size does not fit 
all.  
 

                                                
14 Ibid, p. 3. 
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Informal Regional Government 
Terms and Characteristic Actions for Describing 

o Incremental cooperation in order to avoid controversy.  
o Start on consensus issues. 
o Mutual adjustment with a unifying net of business elites, inter local 

agreements, and public-private partnerships. 
o Flexible 
o Coordination of information 
o Process over structure is stressed. 
o Tentative steps at administrative cooperation leads to small successes and 

then to large successes.  
o Take advantage of crisis or mandates to build coalitions 
o Repository for information 
o Collaboration is the involvement of nongovernmental community leaders 

in the governance process. 
  
 During my career I was frequently frustrated by fragmented government 
especially with inside the city MUDs and with counties. My frustration with MUDS 
resulted from my experience with city operated utilities, because when something needed 
accomplishment in a city utility, it was done so in a relatively easy manner. The city had 
all the control due to the utilities being an integral part of the organization. With MUDs 
inside the city limits, however, the MUD owned and operated the utility and the city was 
no longer in control. This meant that simple utility related matters such as the relocation 
of a fire hydrant for a right turn lane or the major repair of a sinking utility cut had to be 
negotiated. Nothing was simple. Negotiations on major items could take years. The same 
feelings resulted from my dealings with the county, but for different reasons. Texas 
counties were established in the 1876 State Constitution in reaction to the corruption of 
the carpet baggers during the Civil War reconstruction era. This meant weak county 
government with multiple elected officials and a non-existent centralized decisionmaking 
apparatus. The results frequently are endless negotiations with county officials and 
numerous veto points over decisions. 
 
 This was my real world and I had to learn how to adjust to it. My actions 
eventually reflected more of the descriptive terms listed above to get things done. This is 
how it truly works even though we might prefer a more centralized approach with more 
control. This is a given and we must work within the parameters of such a regional 
system. 

   
Fragmentation of Governments 

 
 In the 1960’s it was accepted as fact by many governmental scholars and public 
officials that too many governments in a region made effective government next to 
impossible. They believed that regionalization of governmental organizations and their 
functions would result in a “streamlining” of public service delivery, because it was the 
“silver bullet” for regional public service issues and problems. In spite of their 
sentiments, today 40 years later, very few regions have formally consolidated 
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governments, and regions are working and addressing a multitude of issues and problems 
without formal consolidation. To some observers, today’s regional multi-governmental 
cooperative and collaborative governance is a miracle, while to others it is to be expected 
given the complexity of today’s world. 
 
 Public managers are programmed either through their MPA programs and/or early 
in their careers to prefer the non-fragmentation of governments – i.e., to prefer a more 
centralized, full service governmental structure. While this may be more achieveable in 
non-metropolitan areas with no central city, with lower population densities, and less 
population, a pure non- fragmented approach is impossible in a metropolitan area such as 
Houston. This is due to higher population densities, a central city with suburbs, special 
districts holding a variety of governmental functions, etc. For example, when I arrived in 
Missouri City (suburb on the southwest side of Houston) I was amazed by the number of 
overlapping governments and the use of ad hoc public corporations for major projects. 
For example, Missouri City had 18 operating MUDs inside the city limits and one city 
created water supply district. The county had it own corporation for a major drainage 
project. At first I resisted this fragmentation and strived for consolidation, but after the 
political climate revealed that this was next to impossible (3 councilmembers lost 
reelection bids in1998 over efforts to consolidate the MUDs), I adjusted to a more 
incremental approach using some of the same terms listed in my regionalization 
comments above. 
 
 At one time I had a certain contempt for most special districts except for those 
that could be justified by a regional type problem such as the Houston-Galveston 
Subsidence District for both counties’ groundwater subsidence problem, the Edwards 
Underground Water District for water conservation and supply in seven Hill Country 
counties, or the Nueces River Authority for flood control and water supply in the Nueces 
River basin. I considered special districts as infringements upon general purpose 
government which resulted in fragmentation of government and related problems such as 
a low public awareness, high public debt, duplication of public services, and low 
accountability to the public. 
 
 After working in the Houston area for 10 years, I still consider the problems to 
exist, but I better appreciate that special districts have their niche in local government and 
this niche varies according to the local situation. The local situation may be as in the 
Houston area where MUDs are necessary to compete in the residential housing 
marketplace.∗ Or the location situation may consist of an isolated area where groundwater 
contamination requires a collective approach in order to achieve economies of scale. 
  
 Usually special districts have a specific public service or function to provide 
which is dictated by state law – e.g., the Brazos River Authority provides a variety of 
utility related services and flood control, the Houston-Galveston Subsidence District 
enforces the subsidence standards, and the Houston Community College District provides 
                                                
∗ I heard a MUD attorney claim that the average price of a house located in a MUD is reduced in price by 
about $15,000, because the infrastructure debt is publicized through MUD debt rather than remaining 
private debt through the homeowner’s mortgage. 
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the first two years of college work plus vocational training and continuing education. 
Unlike general purpose government they are not responsible for a broad range of 
services. Most special districts conduct relatively small scale operations. For example, in 
1976 only 6.2% had more than 20 full time employees and over 67% had no full time 
equivalent employees.15∗ Regardless of this limitation, some claim that neither 
institutional choice – i.e., special district or general purpose government – is wholly 
superior to the other in terms of service delivery. 
  
 The roles played by a special district in regional governance depend upon more 
than just the services provided to the public. Generally speaking, special districts help to 
ensure that “nothing falls through the cracks” in the web of metropolitan region 
governments. This is accomplished by the following roles: 

1. Provides a Mechanism for Public Financing: A special district issues debt 
when a general purpose government my have reached its debt limit or tax 
rate limit – either legal limit or politically feasible limit.16 My concern 
with this role is that an “Enron type environment” may result with local 
public debt being “hidden” in overlapping special districts. The city could 
claim that the city debt was $/capita which would understate the 
overlapping debt for city types of services. In Missouri City, we openly 
advertised our overlapping debt which was quite high (over $3,000 per 
capita) because of the MUDs’ debt. So, we did not hide the fact that there 
was additional debt in the community. Legally the city was not liable for 
the overlapping debt but the taxpayers are the same people regardless of 
the overlapping jurisdiction. 

2. Fills the void created by either a non-responsive general government or 
where no general government exists. If an area is lacking a public service 
for whatever reason, the special district may provide that service.  

3. Addresses a federal or state mandate which usually applies to specific 
geographical areas (e.g., a water shed or a particular stream segment) or an 
area larger than one legal jurisdiction. For example, if there is a public 
need or problem that covers several governmental jurisdictions, the special 
district can address the problem over the entire area. 

4. Expedites the use of User Fee Assessments: Assist a general purpose 
government in providing a user fee assessed service so that only users pay 
for the service.17 

    
 Special districts are a fact of governmental life and are here to stay, because 
conditions are changing in urban and rural America as population densities increase. The 
constantly changing nature of local government forms, which certainly is exemplified by 
                                                
15Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, The Organization of Local Public Economies, 
Washington, DC, GPO, 1987, p. 253. 
∗ Note: This statistic does not reveal the amount of privatization used by special districts. With privatization 
a special district may have no full time equivalent employees (FTEs), but still be a major operation. So, the 
lack of FTEs does not necessarily mean that a special district has only small scale operations.  
16 US Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, “The Five Types of Local Governments: 
Characteristics and Development,” Washington, DC, US GPO, 1982, p. 253. 
17 Ibid, p. 254. 
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the ever increasing number of special districts, represents the adaptation of institutions to 
changing conditions. 
 
 Special districts have both their pluses and their negatives just as other layers of 
government. Depending on their role and the local situation, they can be the most 
practical and feasible form of government to address a particular type of problem. In 
some areas, such as the Houston metropolitan area, they are the mode of residential and 
commercial development because they are excellent financing mechanisms for growth 
and redevelopment. The problems with special districts include their lack of 
accountability, visibility relative to general purpose governments, and their potential to 
be dominated by non-public interests early in their creation – e.g., MUDs and developers. 
 
 The ACIR in 1987 claimed that the challenge of special districts is how to work 
them “into American federalism without destroying their flexibility, their ability to attract 
and hold really talented employees, and their obvious capacity to get things done.”18 I 
don’t agree with this statement from the pro-special district ACIR report. I believe that 
the challenge of special districts is how to work them in American federalism without 
destroying the cohesiveness of general purpose governments and without magnifying the 
current fragmentation problem especially in metropolitan areas. 
 

Civic Infrastructure 
To better understand the importance of the civic infrastructure requires a 

distinction between “government” and “governance.” Government is the formal 
organization of the local governmental enterprise which is legally required and 
authorized to provide governmental services. All cities, by virtue of being incorporated 
by state law, have governments and they operate on a continuum of poor to excellent with 
the most probably being good. Government is a given for a city. However, “governance” 
is not a given. It does not automatically occur with incorporation. Governance is how 
involved the citizens of a community are through elections, attendance at governmental 
meetings and hearings, service on committees, participation in civic organizations, etc. 
Both can exist separately, but together they create a powerful force. The civic 
infrastructure is demonstrated through governance and its results are reflected in the 
quality of government. 

 
Public managers need a good understanding of the “civic infrastructure” so that 

they can better understand their community’s governance approach and improve it as 
necessary. 

 
The civic infrastructure goes by many names – e.g., civic community, social 

capital, political culture, and civic engagement -- and is defined using various adjectives 
and terms – e.g., the citizens’ mind set about local government, support system, clusters 
of attitudes, trust, cooperative norms, associations, reciprocal, cultural norms, etc.  It 
includes community leadership, cooperation, education, and governance professionalism. 
Some claim that defining it is like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall. Regardless of what it 
is called and which combination of its various components is used, the civic 
                                                
18 ACIR, p. 256. 



 16 

infrastructure complements the physical infrastructure in the development and 
maintenance of a city. 

 
In my undergraduate years and graduate school years in the late 1960’s and early 

1970’s, I did not hear of the concept “civic infrastructure.” After working a few years in 
local government, however, I sensed that there was something greater than streets, public 
buildings, and water mains in the makeup of a city. I noticed this as I compared the cities 
where I served as the city manager, because some certainly worked better and more 
easily than others.∗  
  
 While I could not precisely identify the reasons for the differences in processes 
and outcomes for the two cities, I knew that the differences could not be explained solely 
by geographical locality, population size, form of government (i.e., general law vs. home 
rule), and demographics. Not until the late 1980’s when I read the National Civic 
League’s “Civic Index” did I find the reasons which are the ten components in the Index: 
community information sharing, community vision and pride, civic education, citizen 
participation, community leadership, cooperation and consensus building, regional 
cooperation, intergroup relations, volunteerism and philanthropy, and government 
performance.  

 
Without the various components of the civic infrastructure, cities could not 

successfully function as providers of public goods and public services.19 The public peace 
is not kept by the police, but “by an intricate, almost unconscious network of voluntary 
controls and standards among people themselves, and enforced by people themselves.”20 
This unconscious network is the civic infrastructure. Without it, citizens would not 
provide their input for solving local problems. Nor would they readily support bond 
issues that pay for the physical infrastructure. The various components of the civic 
infrastructure – i.e., leadership, cooperation, education, etc. -- all come together in 
community problem solving, community projects, and community bond referendums.  

  
While the labeling of the concept “civic infrastructure” in the literature varies as 

much as the definition, the literature is more in agreement on identifying the actions 
required for developing the civic infrastructure. Below are listed the various actions 
necessary for developing the civic infrastructure: 

 

                                                
∗ In fact, in the early 1980’s for the Uvalde Rotary Club’s weekly newsletter I wrote the following 

which sounds similar to Jane Jacobs comments in footnote 19: 
A Lesson From the Funnies 

Last week’s Latigo western cartoon in the San Antonio Express included the following comments: 
MERCHANT (talking to the town marshal): I just bought a store in Rimfire and I’ll be moving 

there permanently. 
MARSHAL: I’m glad to hear it . . . Rimfire is a good town. 
MERCHANT: I’m sure it is, if you’re heading up the law and order there. 

 MARSHAL: Thanks, but peace officers don’t make a town good. . . good towns are made by 
those who obey the laws, not by those who enforce them. 
19 Sturgess, Gary, “Taking Social Capital Seriously,” Social Capital, 2000, p. 
20 Jacobs, Jane, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Vintage Books, NY, 1961, p. 32. 
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Actions Necessary for 
Developing the Civic 

Infrastructure 

 
Explanation 

 
How To Accomplish 

Facilitate trust and civic 
cooperation 

Trust in both government and 
fellow citizens is a common trait 
in most of the literature. Without 
trust, simple cooperative efforts 
would require more negotiations 
and interlocal agreements would 
require more documentation. 

Adhere to sections 2, 3, 4, 
9, and 12 of the ICMA 
and/or TCMA Code of 
Ethics. 

Facilitate civic 
organizations 

Citizens learn how to cooperate, 
disagree, and work together 
through civic organizations, 
which results in improved 
governmental performance. 

• Be an active member of 
civic organizations. 

• Acknowledge and 
recognize civic 
organizations. 

Recruit small 
businesses for 
economic development 
strategy 
 

Small businesses have a more 
local economy perspective and 
fully understand that their 
livelihood depends on the local 
economy. Of course, 
globalization may be changing 
this perspective. Also, small 
businesses produces more 
owners/managers who are active 
in civic organizations. 

• Support small 
businesses through city 
policies. 

• Acknowledge and 
recognize small 
businesses. 

Enhance civic life “Civic life” covers the entire 
area of local government 
involvement, community 
involvement, voting, serving on 
committees, participating in 
community projects, etc. 

• Use citizen committees 
for city projects. 

• Partner the city with 
civic organizations on 
community projects 

• Hold town meetings to 
provide annual reports 
on the city government, 
to address specific city 
problems, etc. 

Proliferate public 
meeting establishments 
 

Some studies have indicated that 
“3rd place” establishments are 
important to the civic life of a 
community, because citizens 
meet there informally and 
discuss various community 

• Encourage “3rd” place 
establishments 

• Visit such 
establishments 

• Provide city facilities 
that could become “3rd 

                                                
21 The mayor of Uvalde in the early 1980’s had his morning coffee at the Kincaid Hotel in downtown 
Uvalde, which was a “3rd place” establishment. There he visited with all the farmers, ranchers, and small 
businessmen who happened to drop by for coffee. Such informal arrangements can accomplish more than 
formal and extensive public hearings. Dairy Queens in many small cities are noted as a “watering hole” or 
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Actions Necessary for 
Developing the Civic 

Infrastructure 

 
Explanation 

 
How To Accomplish 

issues.21 place” establishments 
 

 Overall the literature reveals that the “civic infrastructure” is a major factor in 
local governance. As a result, the civic infrastructure must be considered in urban politics 
and urban management. It cannot be ignored. 
 
 Now the civic infrastructure is not a cure-all for everything that may be a problem 
in government, but without some semblance of a civic infrastructure, a city government 
cannot function effectively, because then it would be only government working and not 
governance which involves the entire community. This is a major point that should be 
remembered by local governmental officials. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                            
3rd place establishments where people get together in the mornings and afternoons over coffee and “solve 
world problems.” For example, my home town of Refugio DQ was written up in Texas Highway a few 
years ago and the DQ meeting place was highlighted. 


