





















































ALTERNATIVE METHODS TO PROVIDE EFFECTIVE, EFFICIENT SERVICES

Many counties have implemented cooperative agreements of several kinds, including joint powers
agreements, to deliver services. Such agreements have the advantages of limited government
restructuring to implement versatility and flexibility in service delivery, the ability to contract or
franchise county services, lower costs and/or greater efficiency. Another method, which has been
suggested, but has not been implemented widely as of yet, is the use of seamless services.

Joint Powers Agreements

Joint Powers Agreements have been used extensively by Minnesota counties to offer a variety of
services to their residents, such as waste management, health and human services, public safety,
and solid/hazardous waste management, among a multitude of other services. In some of the
southern counties, joint powers agreements have been implemented to provide human services,
such as the Faribault-Martin Human Services Board, and the Region VIII North Welfare Board,
comprised of Lincoln, Lyon, and Murray counties. Joint powers agreements in general allow
counties to cooperate collectively with other counties or jurisdictions to offer services to a
broader community, thus pooling the resources and expertise necessary to offer the service
amongst themselves. The pooling of resources allows counties more funds and other resources to
work with, and spreads the costs out over a larger population and tax base, which may potentially
reduce the per capita costs of the service.

Joint powers agreements have also eliminated some of the duplication of services and
administration provided by counties, thus lowering costs for each of the counties involved. They
have erased many of the service delivery boundaries which have kept counties from operating
efficiently in the past. This has been achieved through the ability of counties to opt in and out of
the agreement at will.

Seamless Services

Many county residents actually reside closer to the county seat of a neighboring county than they
do to their own county seat. However, they are required to travel the longer distance to their own
county seat to receive services, rather than to the conveniently located neighboring county’s seat.
Some feel that this system can be changed. Technology today provides the opportunity to share
and transfer information quickly and economically. Thus, counties could easily service residents of
another county and simply bill the residents' home county for the services. This concept is
commonly referred to as seamless services, meaning that there are no boundary lines (or seams) to
service provision. While in truth the resident is paying taxes and receiving services from one
county, he or she can go to any county to obtain necessary services without it being a problem for
him or her. The records could simply be electronically transferred between the two counties. Such
a system may also serve to create more uniformity in the range and level of services between
counties.
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CONCLUSIONS

Seven general conclusions can be drawn from our research on the feasibility of adjusting county
boundaries in Minnesota:

® Given the demands on counties for more efficient and effective services, every effort to
improve the operation of county government should be explored at the local level,
including the desirability and feasibility of consolidating counties or adjusting county
boundaries. If local interest exists for adjusting county boundaries and/or consolidating
counties; the state should help facilitate the process by removing any barriers that may
impede the local initiative. The state should not mandate consolidation. In addition, the
state may wish to offer financial incentives to help counties overcome some of the fiscal
barriers to county boundary adjustments and/or county consolidation.

® While sparsely populated counties may have higher per capita expenditures, our analysis
does not suggest that consolidating two sparsely populated counties will significantly
reduce their per capita expenditures, particularly if they also represent large geographic
areas. More importantly, if county consolidations are implemented, the effectiveness of
county services may be sacrificed with little appreciable increase in the efficiency of the
services.

® Little or no support exists among community leaders and county officials for county
consolidations, absent significant financial assistance to help counties overcome
administrative and fiscal barriers to consolidation.

® Joint Powers Agreements and Service Sharing arrangements are perceived by the public
and county officials as a more desirable alternative for eliminating duplication of services
and increasing efficiency; the state should actively encourage their continued and
expanded use.

® County officials should not be content with the significant level of intergovernmental
cooperation that is already taking place; instead, they should explore numerous additional
opportunities that exist for intergovernmental cooperation in the delivery of a service.
Unless county officials demonstrate that they are maximizing the potential savings that can
be achieved through voluntary intergovernmental cooperation, there will be continued
efforts by state policy makers to force governments to work together.

® It is also not clear that county consolidations or boundary adjustments will always yield an
improvement in the quality of services, range of services, or more effective or efficient
service delivery systems. The results are likely to be different depending upon the specific
counties involved in a proposed consolidation or boundary adjustment.

® There would likely be appreciable administrative savings for state government if there
were fewer counties in Minnesota. Most state programs and services delivered by the
county require significant administrative coordination between the individual counties and
the state agency responsible for overseeing the statewide delivery of the program or
service. For example, for most statewide programs and services, local delivery plans must
be developed by the individual counties and submitted to the state agency for review and
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approval. Fewer counties would mean fewer local plans and grant applications to review,
approve, and manage. Although the state agencies we contacted were not immediately
able to quantify the potential administrative savings, the representatives of the agencies
agreed that fewer counties would reduce their administrative workload.

However, it was also noted that a similar savings could be realized if specific services were
to be provided through multi-county joint powers arrangements. If two or more counties
formed multi-county human service boards, the multi-county cooperative would need to
submit a single plan to the Department of Human Services for every service delivered
through the cooperative. Already joint power agreements and regionalization of service
delivery systems have reduced the number of operating entities for services. The
Department of Corrections currently works with 56 regional delivery systems, there are 10
Judicial Districts, 44 Community Health Districts and 12 State Highway Maintenance
Districts incorporating all 87 counties.

The question remains: would citizens, taxpayers, and consumers of government services
benefit from a reduction in the number of counties or boundary adjustments? Or would the
adjustments amount to a “zero-sum game” in which fewer counties would be expected to provide
the same level of services across larger geographic areas without realizing significant cost savings
to the county or the state. Alternatively, costs could be shifted to the public who may have to
travel longer distances or accept reduced levels, quality, quantity, effectiveness or efficiency of
services because of an increase in the number clients or the size of the service area. Definitive
conclusions are hard to reach regarding the economic and service delivery benefits of adjusting
county boundaries or consolidating counties in Minnesota.

Because the focus of the study was voluntary boundary adjustments, and not mandated
adjustments, the research has indicted that it might be feasible to adjust county boundaries and/or
consolidate counties. Public support may prove more likely in situations where the public is given
the choice of what to do, provided they also see a reason for the change. Within Minnesota there
is a great deal of variation in the characteristics of counties. Therefore, it is impossible to predict
in advance what the characteristics are of counties which might be willing to participate in a
voluntary boundary adjustment initiative. It is equally difficult to predict with absolute certainty
what counties would realize a financial benefit if they were to consolidate with neighboring
counties. Any proposal to adjust county boundaries, or consolidate counties, must be analyzed on
an individual basis; it is impossible to definitively state that all proposals to consolidate counties
will produce a specific result (i.e. improved efficiency and effectiveness in the delivery of
services).

The major obstacles to boundary adjustments may appear to be minor since they deal more with
attitudes than with objective, quantifiable data. But attitudes may prove difficult to change and are
typically maintained across generations. It is also important to understand that the Minnesota
Constitution requires the voters of all counties affected by a proposed boundary adjustment to be
given the opportunity to vote on the proposal in a referendum. If a. majority of voters oppose a
proposed boundary adjustment, the adjustment may not be implemented. Given this Constitutional
requirement, it is essential that any proposal to adjust county boundaries must win the support of
the electorate.
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Given these realities, how should the state approach changing attitudes and opinions if it was
determined that consolidation or boundary adjustments are advantageous? Showing someone
facts and figures does not change their attitudes. Rather, it may create resentment and cynicism.
After all, numbers and facts, it is suggested, can be manipulated to demonstrate desired results.

Clearly then all issues regarding boundary adjustments must be resolved at the local (county) level
through voluntary means. Local approaches should include consideration not only of
consolidation, boundary adjustments, joint powers agreements, and other inter-county
cooperatives (both formal and informal), but also the creation of new counties from existing
counties if it is determined locally desirable. The likelihood is that state mandated boundary
adjustments would face strong local opposition from elected and appointed officials and citizens.
Instead, the state should promote innovative and cooperative avenues for local governance and
offer assistance (financial or otherwise) which will help county officials overcome real and
perceived barriers to implementation of initiatives that will produce more effective and efficient

service delivery models.
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EXHIBIT 1

MINNESOTA COUNTIES
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EXHIBIT 2

PER CAPITA EXPENDITURES, 1989-1994

(NOT ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION)
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THE FEASIBILITY OF ADJUSTING COUNTY BOUNDARIES IN MINNESOTA
is a report of the Minnesota Board of Government Innovation and Cooperation. It was
prepared at the direction of Minnesota State Legislature by the staff of the Board.

The Board of Government Innovation and Cooperation was created by the Minnesota
State Legislature in 1993 in order to encourage and facilitate improved local
government service delivery. By providing incentives for innovative and cooperative
approaches and by removing state-imposed barriers to more effective and efficient
service delivery methods and mechanisms; the Board assists local government officials
to improve the quality of services they delivery.

The Board is comprised of the Commissioners of Administration and Finance, two
Administrative Law Judges, the State Auditor, and six Legislatures (three each from
the State House and Senate). The Board has received national and international
recognition as model for facilitating improvements in the state and local governments
serve citizens.

State of Minnesota
Board of Government Innovation and Cooperation
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Upon request, THE FEASIBILITY OF ADJUSTING COUNTY BOUNDARIES IN MINNESOTA
will be made available in alternative format such as Braille, large print, or audio tape. For TTY,
contact the Minnesota Relay Service at (612) 297-5353 or (800) 627-2529 and ask for the
Board of Government Innovation and Cooperation. '






