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Michigan's Local Governments Ponder Regionalization to Address
Cost-Cutting
Jared Wadley December 6th 2010

Government leaders in struggling
communities across the state of Michigan
tend to be open to combining services
with other towns, a new University of
Michigan study finds.

However, government officials who favor
expanding regional planning are less
supportive of working through existing
regional institutions—they want to create
new entities to pursue cooperation, said
Elisabeth Gerber, a professor at the
university's Gerald R. Ford School of
Public Policy.

"Regional planning offers local
governments an opportunity to combine
resources and make land use and
development decisions that take into

account the impacts on the region as a whole," said Gerber, who co-authored the study with Carolyn Loh, a
graduate of Michigan's urban planning doctoral program and now an assistant professor in the Department of
Urban Studies and Planning at Wayne State University. "With shrinking city budgets, local leaders are eager to
find more efficient and effective ways of providing vital government services."

The researchers used data from the Michigan Public Policy Survey, which involved responses from government
officials in spring 2009. MPPS is conducted by the Center for Local, State and Urban Policy at the Ford School
and is partially funded by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation.

Leaders must weigh the political ramifications and loss of economic autonomy when factoring regional
partnerships, which allow governments to combine resources and to make decisions about land use and other
projects affecting a specific area. Despite growing interest in regional planning, some officials question whether
regionalism is a desirable goal, Gerber said.

Officials were asked about their jurisdiction's involvement in regional planning efforts and if their role is too
much, just right or not enough. Cities and villages report more support for regional planning compared to
townships. Jurisdictions with higher median income are less supportive, while those with more part-time
employees are more supportive.

Regarding the level of interest, officials in jurisdictions that are already heavily involved in regional planning
are less likely to report their involvement as "not enough" and are more likely to say "just right" or "too much."

"It appears that once local governments become active participants in regional planning efforts, they are less
likely to see the need for still more such regional planning," she said. "Local units that are not currently
involved are the ones who welcome more regional planning."

The researchers noted that officials in communities that are experiencing fiscal stress tend to be more
supportive of participation in regional land use planning.

"As many local governments find themselves under strain due to eroding tax-base, opportunities may arise for
co-operation that would not have been possible in better economic times," Gerber said.

Officials in communities that are already participating in regional planning efforts tend to be satisfied both with
their involvement and with the institutions leading the process. In other words, there may be a 'if you try it, you
like it' effect going on, she said.

These results suggest that, if local government officials are enticed into regional planning efforts by economic
circumstances, those regional relationships and structures may endure after the crisis has passed, changing
institutional norms for the long term.

Jared Wadley writes for the University of Michigan. 
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