Section 2-1
Basic Forms of Municipal Government

Borrowing from the English municipal model, America’s cities, towns and villages are governed by
a legislative body known as a city council (or city commission). This elected body has several responsi-
bilities, which are specified in the charter or incorporating documents. In Florida, each municipality has
a charter (see Section 2-2); this document specifies the composition of the elected body and duties of
appointed officials.

The council is responsible for creating and enforcing the laws, called ordinances, of the city. The
council also has an oversight role that varies in its responsibilities based upon the form of government
specified in the charter. The council also adopts and appropriates the city’s funds through its budgetary
responsibilities, and has fiduciary responsibilities as trustees of public funds. In addition, the council
is expected to have a vision for the city’s future, which may or may not be detailed in a strategic plan.
In Florida, each municipality is also required by state law to have a comprehensive plan, known as the
“comp plan” for land-related decisions within its boundaries. Lastly, the city may choose to be a service
provider for a utility, utilities or other services, as guided by the citizens and the council.

Throughout the U.S,, cities adopt a form of government that sets their structures. The most common
of these forms as found in Florida are specified below:

A. COUNCIL-WEAK MAYOR FORM

The original form of municipal government in America was the council-weak mayor form, which
was near-universal in the nineteenth century. It is still widely used, particularly in small towns. In most
weak-mayor systems, the office of mayor is simply rotated among the elected council members on an
annual basis. The council retains collective control over administration, including appointment and dis-
missal of municipal employees and appointments to boards and commissions. Control of some func-
tional areas (e.g., parks, library) may be delegated by charter or ordinance to semi- independent boards
and commissions. In general, the mayor’s authority is little, if any, greater than that of the other council
members. Department heads - e.g,, the clerk, police chief, public works director - report to the council
as a whole or to the mayor in his or her capacity as spokesman for the council. Sometimes the municipal
clerk functions as a de facto chief administrator.

B. COUNCIL-STRONG MAYOR FORM

The council-strong mayor form gradually evolved from the council-weak mayor form. It provides for
a distinct division of powers between the council and the mayor. The mayor actually is the chief execu-
tive, that is, the office of mayor has substantial influence in the policy-making process and substantial
control over administration. The mayor holds important budgetary and appointing powers, along with
the power to veto legislative actions of the council. Administrative authority is not shared with a num-
ber of independent boards and commissions. The mayor enjoys general power to appoint people to
boards and commissions. Depending upon the city charter, the mayor may (or may not) vote with the
legislative body.




Some large cities with a strong mayor have established the position of chief administrative officer
under the mayor to handle the day-to-day operations of the government, thus leaving the mayor free to
concentrate on policy formulation and ceremonial tasks. In this way, administrative management by a
hired assistant to the mayor may be combined with strong political and policy leadership by the mayor.

C. COMMISSION FORM

The commission form combines both executive and legislative powers in a governing board, the
commission. There is no single chief executive; rather, the commissioners, who serve collectively as the
policy-making body, also serve individually as heads of the principal departments. in the basic commis-
sion form, there is neither a mayor nor a city manager. Today, most commission-form cities do select or
elect a mayor.

Early advocates of the commission form hoped that the concentration of power in the hands of a
few elected council members would make administration more effective and would enhance account-
ability to the public.

The commission plan was first employed in Galveston, Texas, after a disastrous hurricane almost de-
stroyed the city in 1900. [t enjoyed widespread popularity for about two decades. Since 1920, however,
its use has declined greatly. Although offering more integration of policy and administration than the
council-weak mayor form, the commission form tends to provide inadequate coordination, insufficient
internal control, and non-professional direction of administration.

It should be noted that, in Florida, municipalities use the terms “council” and “commission” without
reference to the distinction between the commission form and other forms of municipal government.
Many Florida municipalities designate their legislative bodies as the “commission” but do not employ
the commission form of government. One should not presume that a Florida municipality employs the
commission form merely because its policy-making body is labeled “commission.”

D. COUNCIL-MANAGER FORM

One of the key elements in 20th-century municipal reform has been the proposition that a strong
and non-political executive office should be the administrative centerpiece of municipal government.
This concept has been implemented in thousands of American cities in the 20th century by the adop-
tion of the council-manager form of government. This form parallels the organization of the business
corporation: voters (stockholders) elect the council (board of directors), including the mayor (chairman
of the board), which, in turn, appoints the manager (chief administrative officer). Unlike the two council-
mayor forms, where the emphasis is on political leadership, the prevailing norms in the council- man-
ager form are administrative competence and efficiency.

Under the council-manager form, the manager is the chief administrative officer of the city. The
manager supervises and coordinates the departments, appoints and removes their directors, prepares
the budget for the council’s consideration, and makes reports and recommendations to the council. All
department heads report to the manager. The manager is fully responsible for municipal administration.

The mayor in a council-manager form is the ceremonial head of the municipality, presides over
council meetings, and makes appointments to boards. The mayor may be an important political figure,
but has little, if any, role in day-to-day municipal administration. In some council-manager cities, the of-
fice of mayor is filled by popular election; in others, by council appointment of a council member.




The council-manager plan, first used in 1908 in Staunton, Va., received nationwide attention six
years later when Dayton, Ohio, became the first sizable city to adopt it. Thereafter, the plan’s popularity
enjoyed steady but not spectacular growth until after World War II. At that time, many municipalities
were confronted with long lists of needed services and improvements that had backlogged since the
Depression years of the 1930s. Faced with such challenges, many municipalities adopted the council-
manager form. The plan has been especially attractive to small- and medium-sized localities. It is used
in a majority of American municipalities with populations of 25,000 to 250,000. It has been strongly
promoted since the 1920s by the National Civic League.

The council-manager form is widely viewed as a way to take politics out of municipal administra-
tion. The manager himself is expected to abstain from any and all political involvement. At the same
time, the council members and other “political” leaders are expected to refrain from intruding on the
manager’s role as chief executive. Of course, the manager, who is hired and fired by the council, is sub-
ject to the authority of the council, but council members are expected to abstain from seeking to indi-
vidually interfere in administrative matters, including actions in personnel matters. Some city charters
provide that interference in administrative matters by an elected city official is grounds for removal of
the elected official from office.

E. MUNICIPAL-GOVERNMENT FORMS IN FLORIDA

In Florida, a municipality is free to adopt any of the basic municipal-government forms identified
above or any variation thereof. State law does not prescribe one or more permissible forms, nor does it
prohibit any. The Florida Constitution requires only that “each municipal legislative body shall be elec-
tive” (Art. 8, Sec. 2 (b), Const.); state statutes require only that an acceptable proposed municipal charter
is one which “prescribes the form of government and clearly deﬁnes the responsibility for legislative and
executive functions.”

Many Florida cities have forms of government that combine elements of the four basic structures.
These cities, having “hybrid” forms outlined in their charters, are difficult to categorize. More elements of
the council-weak mayor form are identified in these hybrids, and carry-over elements of the commission
form have also been found.

The most common form of city government in Florida today is the council-manager form. A sec-
ond common form, found in many smaller municipalities, is the council-weak mayor form. In Florida,
in recent years, most changes of municipal-government form have been from some other form to the
council-manager form. Approximately 270 Florida cities (out of more than 400) have a position of man-
ager or a similar position, such as “administrator”

In all Florida cities, members of the council or commission are elected by the voters of the city. The
mayor may be simply a member of the council, elected by the council to serve as mayor; may be a sepa-
rate office (that is, not a member of the council) or elected by the people. Certain administrative posi-
tions are filled by elections in a few cities. These include the offices of clerk, police chief and fire chief,
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Table 2-1

Comparison of Municipal Executive Types

SOURCE: International City/County Management Association, Directory of Local Governments, Washington, D.C..ICMA, 1978, p. 5
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TYPES OF EXECUTIVE

Municipal Manager
{council-manager position)

The manager should be
appointed by a majority of the
council for an indefinite term

and removable only by a majority
of the council.

The manager should have direct
responsibility for policy formulation
on overall problems.

The manager should have res-
ponsibility for preparation of the
budget presentation to the coun-
cil, and direct responsibility for
the administration of the
council-approved budget.

The manager should have full
authority for the appointment and
removal of at least most of the
heads of the principal depart-
ments and functions of the
municipal government.

Those department heads whom
the manager appoints should be
designated by legislation as
administratively responsible to
the manager.

Responsibilities of manager
should include extensive external
relationships involving the overall
problems of city operations.

The qualifications for the posi-
tion should be based on the
educational and administrative
background of candidates.

Municipal Administrator
(general management position)

The administrator should be
appointed by the council or
the mayor.

{same as municipal manager)

The administrator should have
major responsibilities for
preparation and administra-
tion of the budget.

The administrator should
exercise significant influence
in the appointment of key
administrative personnel.

The administrator should have
continuing direct relationships
with operating department
heads on the implementation
and administration of programs.

(same as municipal manager)

(same as municipal manager)




