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P reface 

The following report was prepared by Professors Donald E. 
B oles and Herbert C. Cook of Iowa State College at the request of the 
Re s earch Committee of the Iowa College-Community Research Com
mittee of the Iowa College Community Research Center. 

T his center is jointly sponsored by the Committee for Economic 
D evelopment, Iowa State College and the State University of Iowa. It 
operates under the general direction of an Advisory Committee con
sisting of leading Iowa business men and educators, and, through its 
Research Committee, conducts research on problems of importance to 
the economic welfare of Iowa. The Research Committee is composed 
of business executives , farmers , editors and educators from the econ
omic and business research staffs of the state college and the state 
university . 

The Research Committee commissioned this study because it 
believes the quality and efficiency of county government has an im
portant bearing on the social welfare and economic development of the 

state. 

P rofess ors Boles and Cook, political scientists on the faculty 
of I owa State College , who prepared the report, were assisted by 
Karl A. F ox and Emil Jebe , economist and statistician respectively, 
of the same institution. 

The report reflects the research findings and professional 
judgment of its authors and not necessarily the views of the Research 
Committee or of its individual members.. The Research Committee 
h as found this to be an authoritative description and evaluation of 
county government in Iowa, and commends it to the careful attention 
of legis lat ors D educators, and other leaders and interested citizens of 
I owa. Many of the problems of Iowa county government treated here 
apply in other states as well. 

As a result of its study and discussion of the materials present
ed by Professors Boles and Cook, the Research Committee has approv
e d the policy recommendations which follow this preface. These re
commendations have been presented to state legislators and to the 
press. Separate copies of the recommendations may be obtained from 
t h e Secretary of the Research Committee, P rof. C. Woody Thomp
son, Bureau of Business Research, University of Iowa, Iowa City, 
Io w a. 
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Additional research on county government is underway at the 
State University of Iowa. This research involves 1n intensive study of 
governments in three Iowa counties, typifying respectively the metro
politan, rural, and intermediate groups of counties. Some further 
work along the lines of the present report will be done at Iowa State 
College. 

Lauren Soth, chairman 
Research Committee 
Iowa College-Community Research Center 
January 5, 1959 
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Recommendations of the Research Committee of the 

Iowa College-Community Research Center 

After consideration of the report, 11 An Evaluation of Iowa .County 
Government", the Re search Committee of the Iowa College- Community 
Research Center has concluded that several legislative changes are 
urgently needed to improve county government in Iowa. 

These recommendations are not meant to suggest that they are 
the only steps required to get modern, efficient county government. 
But the committee believes the following actions would be a good start 
in that direction. It is expected that as the committee continue..s its 
study it will have further recommendations for more effective county 
government. 

1. Need for Adequate Records 

The committee believes there is a pressing need for better , 
methods of reporting the facts about county government. It therefore 
recommends that existing legislation requiring county auditors to sub-
mit reports to the state auditor on uniform forms be strengthened so 
that county activities can be compared precisely. 

In addition, the committee recommends legislation authorizing 
the state auditor to require uniform accounting procedures within each 
county. This will make the financial reports published annually by 
each county uniform and thereby susceptible to comparison by the tax
payers and voters. The committee also recommends that a copy of 
each county's election results be kept on file in the secretary of state's 
office, the official reposit~ry of state records. 

2. Optional County Forms Act 

The committee believes it clear, both from the research in 
Iowa and from studies conducted in other states, that problems faced 
by county governments vary greatly within, the same state. F or this 
reason, it recommends that the legislature provide different types of 
statutory forms of county government from which the voters of each 
county may choose. This is essentially what is done in municipal 
government in Iowa. City dwellers may choose municipal forms rang
ing from a pure mayor-council system to a pure city-manager ~ystem, 
with various modifications available between these two types . 

An optional county forms act would be a step toward increasing 
each county's responsibility for its own affairs. It would be a type of 
home-rule authority now lacking under the present statutes of I owa. 
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Such optional forms should include, as they do in New York, the elect 
ed county executive and the county-manager forms, as well as the 
supervisor plan presently used in Iowa 

3. Short Ballot 

The committee recommends the adoption of a short ballot for 
county offices with only the board of supervisors and the county attor 
ney to be elected. This may be accomplished by legislation permitting 
those counties which so desire to merge present elective offices except 
the county attorney into departments with appointed department heads 
selected by the board of supervisors or the county administrator. 

For example, the offices of county auditor, treasurer, asses
sor and recorder could easily be merged into a department of finance, 
utilizing essentially the same office and the same clerical staff. This 
would eliminate the sharp seasonal increases in costs for certain of
fices by distributing the clerical work-load more evenly. 

The present office of sheriff and coroner could be merged into 
a department of law enforcement with an appointive rather than elective 
head. The committee concurs in the recommendation of the Iowa State 
Medical Society and the Iowa Bar Association that only medical doctors 
and doctors of osteopathy be eligible to fulfill the duties performed by 
the coroner today. 

4. Boards of Supervisors 

The committee recommends legislation placing all county boards 
of supervisors on an annual salary basis. It recommends that commit
tee work pay and committee work mileage pay be abolished. 

A fixed annual salary would encourage the supervisors to 
function as policy makers, as they should, rather than as administra
tors of county services. The salary system also would provide effective 
control over the cost of the supervisory function in the counties . In an 
effort to control the cost of boards of supervisors, the legislature has 
limited compensation for regular meetings and limited the number of 
regular meetings. But the major portion of meeting costs is for com
mittee meetings, the nurr1ber of which is unregulated. In Iowa counties 
not under the salary plan for boards of supervisors, committee meet
ing costs made up 86 per cent of total supervisor meeting costs during 
the years 1952 to 1955. 

For smaller and less complex counties with fewer demands for 
policy formulation, legislation should be enacted permitting boards of 
supervisors to serve on a part-time basis. This plan would fit in well 
with the adoption of a county manager or elective executive system. 
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5. ~onsolidation of Functions Among Counties 

The committee recommends that legislation be enacted to per
mit counties to consolidate functions , without disturbing pre sent 
county boundaries . Some legislation of this sort exists. Counties are 
permitted to establish co-operative arrangements in appointing a 
single county superintendent of schools to serve several counties . 
Legislation of this kind should be expanded to permit counties, if they 
wish , to select other officers whose jurisdiction would cover a number 
of counties and whose salaries would be prorated among the counties 
which are parties to the agreement . 

Members of the Research Committee --
Laur en K . Soth 
Editor of the Editorial Pages 
The Des Moines Register and Tribune 
Des Moines 
Chairman 

Clark C . Bloom 
Professor of Economics and 

Assistant Director 
Bureau of Business and Economic 

Research 
State University of Iowa 
Iowa City 

C . Robert Brenton 
Vice President 

Brenton Brothers , Inc. 
Dallas Center 

Robert H. Caldwell 
Executive Vice President 
Chamber of Commerce 
Cedar Rapids 

Elliott S. Clifton 
Economist 
John Morrell & Company 
Ottumwa 

James S. Craiger , Jr. 
Economic Advisor 
Iowa Manufacturers Association 
611 Central National Building 
Des Moines 9 

T . E . Davidson 
Director of Planning 
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John D . Donnell 
Secretary 
The Rath Packing Company 
Waterloo 
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Lawyer 
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R. J. Fleming, President 
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CHAPTER I 

THE IOWA SCENE TODAY 

Introduction 

The county is often referred to as the "Dark Continent of 
American Politics. 11 The general lack of information and interest in 
county government throughout the United States is paradoxical inas
much as county government is so near the average American. This 
might give one cause to re-examine some traditional theories about 
grassroots governme nt in an atomic era. 

Certainly one of the major causes for public apathy and disinter
est in county government throughout the United States is traceable to 

the scarcity of reliable data and statistics concerning the operation 
and functions of this unit of government. Citizens and state legisla
tors cannot be expected to develop any major interest in a government
al unit whose activities when the y do appe ar in the newspapers are 
tucked away in the form of legal notices in an obscure portion of the 
newspaper, particularly when problems of national and international 
importance dominate the headlines. But even serious students of 
local government have difficulty e valuating the operation of county gov
ernment because the formal r eports c ounties make annually to their 
citizens or even to state gove rnmental agencies frequently are vague, 
ambiguous and lack uni£ ormity. 

This problem is particularly acute in Iowa. Here the statute 
law dealing with reporting county governmental activities permits large 
areas where no specific information need be placed in the written re
cords at the county level. M o reover with the exception of the State 
Auditor, Treasurer, and Comptrolle r, there are few state offices to 
which the activities of the various offices of the county are reported 
with any degree of thoroughne ss even on an a.nnual basis . For example, 
the Secretary of State of Iowa maintains no record of election returns 
for county elections throughout the state. 

Historical Background 

Most of the terms, and the very form of American county gov
ernment were common to Eleventh Century England. The office of 
sheriff, for example, developed in England during 800-900 A. D . when 
it was called the shire reeve. The coroner, · justice of peace and grand 
jury were recognized agencies of county government in England by 
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1066 A. D. Obviously, most problems of the nuclear age have little 
resemblance to those of the age in which the county was originated. 

Moreover, the county officers in early England were agents of 
a centralized authority- - the King. This fact was ignored when the 
county form was transplanted from England to America. during the 
colonial period. While this factor was not significant before the Revo
lutionary War, it became of major importance following independence 
of the United States . The clear lines of responsibility which governed 
county offi cers in England were not present in the United States since 
no powerful executive on the pattern of the early English Kings existed 
here. 

In the United States the forms of county government developed 
differently in various regions. In the southern states , where English 
institutions were most faithfully copied , the county developed without 
townships as subdivisions. On the other hand, there was almost no 
emphasis upon the county as a unit of government in New England. 
There the town (not to be confused with a township) became the basic 
unit of government. Central states , such as New York, evolved a com
promise between the southern plan and the New England approach by 
establishing counties but dividing them into townships . Under this 
plan the township supervisors normally made up the county board of . 
supervisors . 

As the nation expanded, new states tended to adopt one of these 
plans of local government . The form no r mally adopted was similar to 
the government of the states from which came the first major group of 
permanent settlers in the new states. Iowa was no exception to the 
rule . 

The first two of the present Iowa counties , Dubuque and De -
moine, w~re created in 1834 when Iowa was part of the Michigan Ter
ritory. These c ounties were divided into townships and t he township
supervisor plan of government was established with 3 supe rvisor s and 
15 othe r offic ers selec ted by the governor of Michigan, to govern the 
county. 

Two years later Iowa was made part of the Wis c onsin Territory 
and the structure of its c ounty government was sharply revised. The 
county commis s ione r system, which originated in Pennsylvania n e arly 
a c entury before, was adopted . This resulted in the dis c ontinuation or 

merger of many of the c ounty offic es and di s regarde d the township as 
a basis of representation on the county governing body. During the 
period of approximate ly two y e ars in which Iowa was part of the Wis
consin Territory nine t een new c ounties were created. 
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In 1838, the T erritory of Iowa was created but the county com
missioner system of government was retained for the eight years Iowa 
was a territory and for five years after Iowa became a state. Twenty
three of the counties now in existence were created during the period 
of the Territory of Iowa, and the remaining fifty-five of the state's 
ninety- nine counties were established during the period from 1846 
(when Iowa became a state} to 1857 (when the present constitution was 
adopted). Normally, Iowa counties were laid out in advance of the 
arrival of actual settlers, but in a few instances the settlers predated 

the county establishment. 

In 1851, the Iowa legislature drastically changed county govern
mental organization by abolishing the county commissioner system 
and replacing it with a one-man county judge. This is a governmental 
form common to a number of southern states, although the title is 
misleading to many residents of northern states. The county judge so 
far as county government was concerned was the chief executive, ad
ministrative, legislative and judicial authority all in one. From its 
inception, the county judge system was enveloped in controversy here, 
and finally after numerous studies and much debate it was abolished 
in 1860 in favor of the township - supervisor plan similar to the one 
first utilized when Iowa was part of the Territory of Michigan. 

The Iowa legislature, however, was not through tinkering with 
the structure of county government. In 1870, the township-supervisor 
plan was abolished and replaced with the county supervisor system, 
and arrangement which remains essentially unaltered up to the pre-
sent day . The number of supervisors was reduced, with counties 
given the option of having either a 3, 5, or 7 member board of super
visors Supervisors were to be chosen either at large or from districts, 
determined -by a referendum-type vote in the individual county, and 
their relation to the township was super-visory rather than represent
ative. 

Constitutional provisions 

A word concerning the methods by whch Iowa counties were 
created might be helpful both for perspective and also as a methodo
logical guide when considering possible improvements iP. t :ie present 
system. While executive proclamation was a device frequently used 
to create counties in the territories of Michigan and Wisconsin, no 
counties in Iowa were ever established in this fashion. All counties 
here were created by legislative enactment . From the first, Iowa' s 
constitutions placed few restrictions upon the legislature concerning 
the establishment of counties. Only one provision dealing with coun
ties was included in the Constitution of 1846. This provided: "No new 
county shall b e laid off hereafter, nor old county reduced to less con
tents than four hundred and thirty-two square miles. 11 

[owa Const . 1846,Art. XI, Sec . 2] . 
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This provision was also included in the Iowa Constitution of 
18 5 7 with the proviso that with the exception of, " . .. the County of 
Worth, and the counties west of it along the Northern boundary of this 
state, may be organized without additional territory. " (Iowa Const . 
1846, Art. XI, Sec. }] . The 1857 Constitution, in addition contained 
a provision dealing with counties which states: "No county, or other 
political or municipal corporation shall be allowed to become indebted 
in any manner, or for any purpose, to an amount in the aggregate , 
exceeding five per centum on the value of the taxabl~~roperty with 
such county ... 11 [owa Const. 185 7 , Art. XI, Sec . 3J · 

Another section of the Constitution of 1857 provides that: "The 
general assembly shall not pass local or special laws . . . for the assess
ment and collection of taxes for state, county or road purposes ... For 
locating or changing county seats . .. and no law changing the boundary 
lines of any county shall have effect until upon being submitted to the 
people of the counties effected by the changes, at a general election, 
it shall be approved by a majority of the votes in each county, cast 
for or against it." ~wa Const. 1857, Art. III, Sec. 30] • 

The only other section of the Iowa Constitution basic to an 
understanding of the form and functions of county government was add
ed by an amendment adopted in 1884. It provided: "The qualified 
electors of each county shall at the general election in the year 1886 , 
and every two years thereafter, elect a County Attorney, who shall be 
a resident of the county for which he is e lected , and shall hold his 
office for two years, and until his successor shall have been elected 
and qualified.'' IT?wa Const. 1857, Art. V, Sec , if] . 

It should be emphasized that the county attorney is the only 
county officer provided for in the State Constitution. The Iowa Con
stitution thus gives the state legislature wide leeway in outlining the 
organization ~nd structure of county government, a technique hailed 
by most students of government since it provides the necessary legal 
flexibility to meet the problems of different ages without requiring the 
involved and time- c onsuming procedure of amending the constitution. 

Before proceeding to study the present county governmental 
structure it is necessary to clarify the legal position of the county. 
Throughout the United States, constitutions and statutes usually set forth 
two major functions of the county. In all states the county is consider
ed to be an agent of state governmental administration. In some 
states the county is given the additional function of acting as an agency 
of local self government. In such instances the county is normally 
granted ordiance-making authority and control over the administration 
of justice locally in addition to being responsible for local adminstra
tion of state laws 
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In Iowa, the statutes clearly indicate that counties function al
most exclusively as agencies of the state government and are devoid 
of any real local self-governing functions. It is not surprising, there
fore, that state law spells out in minute detail almost all functions of 
county government with little discretion granted to the county officers 
over local matters. P erhaps state legislators have, over the years, 
come to feel that county governments are doing an inadequate job. Re
gardless of the reason, the legislatures have gradually taken more and 

more functions from the county. 

Courts throughout the United States normally view the county as 
being of a lower legal order than cities, and have labeled them quasi
corporations . The Iowa Supreme Court accepted this view in Soper v . 
Henry County j26 Iowa 264 (1868..I]. There, it explained, "although 
clothed with corporate power, counties stand low down in the scale of 
corporate existence. Counties must be reckoned as quasi-corporations 
as distinct from municipal corporations. 11 Briefly explained, this 
theory suggests that while counties may acquire and hold property, 
enter into contacts and enjoy certain other privileges of corporations, 
they are not true municipal corporations inasmuch as counties have 
no charters. As a result, the Iowa courts have concluded that counties 
are quasi-public corporations and are held to a much more limited 
liability than are municipal corporations. 

Present Structure of Iowa County Gove rnment 

At this juncture it is necessary to look briefly at the structure 
and organization of Iowa county government today, not only to under
stand the manner in which it operates but also to serve as background 
to an evaluation of various weaknesses, shortcomings or problems that 

confront it. 

County Board Q.f S11pervisors 

The chief policy-making body for the county is the board of 
supervisors in which is incorporated in one office , the legislative and 
executive functions of this unit of government. Supervisors are elect
ed for a term of 3 years and are required to post a $5 9 000 bond. The 
size of the board may be either 3, 5, or 7 members and the supervi
sors may be elected from the county at large or from districts. Dis
tricts may be formally designated prior to the election or informally 
drawn by the board after the election (in which event supervisors are 
elected at large but given the responsibility for certain districts by 
mutual agreement of the board of supervisers following election). 

State law provides that supervisor's pay is dependent not only 
upon the population of the county but also upon the number of members 

• 
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on the board . In all counties under 40, 000 population and in all coun
ties with a 7 member board supervisors are paid a per diem rate of 
$12. 50 plus travel of 7 cents per mile. Salaries of supervisors in 
counties with a population over 40, 000 but less than 60 , 000 are $4, 000 
per year. In counties with populations of 60,000 to 100,000 having 5 
member boards, the supervisors I salaries are fixed at $4, 400 per 
year, but a salary of $5,400 is received by supervisors in counties 
with a 3 member board within the same population category. Super
visors' salaries in counties between 100 , 000 and 150,000 are set at 
$5 ,600 while in counties over 150 , 000 (this includes only Polk) super
visors receive a salary of $6,000 per year. 

The duties of the board of supervisors are too varied to be dis
cussed in detail here . However , a few of the more significant should 
be listed as an indication of their widely divergent nature. In the field 
of finance, the board is authorized to levy taxes to raise revenue for 
county purposes subject to various restrictions fixed by the state leg
islature such as millage levy limits . Moreover, the board settles 
all claims and accounts of the county, controls the county school fund, 
purchases materials and supplies needed by the county officers , and 
has authority to establish or vacate public highways subject to the 
supervision of the state highway commis s1on in various areas . 

The board has primary responsibility for the care and manage
ment of the county's corporate property, insuring all county buildings 
and purchasing or selling land for the county. Superficially it may 
appear that the board has certain budgetary and supervisory powers 
over other county offices such as requiring reports or removing coun
ty offices such as requiring reports or removing county officers who 
fail to comply with its directives. However , these powers are more 
apparent than real since each elective county office in Iowa is normal
ly a power unto itself. 

Certain powers in the field of elections are also exercised b y 
the board of supervisors . It makes the official canvass of votes in 
primary and general elections and fills any vacancies in county offi
ces except for members of its own body. In the event a vacancy 1n 
the board of supervisors occurs , it is filled by appointment by mutual 
action on the part of the county auditor , the clerk of district court and 
the county recorder . 

County Attorney 

It has been previously noted that the county attorney differs 
from other county officers in that his office is provided for in the state 
constitution while the others are products of legislation . The county 
attorney is elected for a term of two years and must post a bond of 

-
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$5,000 before taking office. He is paid an annual salary varying with 
the popul ation of the county plus ten percent of all fines collected by 
the courts in the county. No one is eligible for this office who has not 

been admitted to the bar. 

T he county attorney is charged with the responsibility of prose
cuting all crimes committed in the county and of defending the county 
against all actions brought against it. He is responsible for collecting 
all money due on forfeited bonds and on the school fund . Moreover , 
the county attorney acts as a legal advisor for the board of supervisors 
and all other county officers in official matters. He also serves in the 
same advisory capacity for school and township officers when they re
quest his assistance . The county attorney has broad investigative 
powers which are wholly discretionary inasmuch as no statutory pro
v1s1ons spell out the manner in which these functions are to be exer

cised. 

County Auditor 

The county office which is probably the most diversified and the 
one involving the greatest detail is held by the county auditor. The 
auditor is elected for a two year term and receives an annual salary 
which varies with the population of the county. The auditor is ex-officio 
clerk of the board of supervisors and as such has control over the 
records of the county board . 

Only a few of the auditor's varied other duties can be listed 
here. He is custodian of the court house, issues dog licenses and keeps 
a record of estray stock. Records of real estate transfers , highways 
established and vacated as well as records of the various drainage 
districts in the county are all kept by the auditor . 

His duties in the field of finance include : is suing redemption 
certificates for real estate sold because of tax delinquency, assessing 
property omitted by the assessor, issuing warrants on the county 
treasurer for claims allowed by the board, and keeping a ledger of 
revenue derived from all sources and all disbursements made from the 
various county funds . Moreover , the auditor computes taxes on all 
taxable property in the county from levies made by the board and 
certified by town or township officers, school districts and the State 
Executive Council . 

County auditors' duties also extend to the area of elections . He 
1s the clerk of the official canvass of elections made by the board. He 
supervises the printing and delivering to the election board of all offi
cial election supplies and is custodian of poll books returned from the 
various precincts in the county. 
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County Treasurer 

The treasurer is e l ected for a two year term with a salary 
dependent upon the population of the county. His 1=>rime function is to 
act as custodian. for all county funds, and as such he is required to 
make a semi-annual settlement with the board of supervisors and to 
report all fees collected. The statutes require him to give a receipt 
for money collected and d eposited, and to keep a record of such funds 
separately. 

It is the treasurer I s duty to collect all taxes certified to him by 
the county auditor, and 3/4 of one percent additional on all real 
estate on which the taxes have not been fully paid. 

Any real property which has been omitted from the assess
ments made either by the assessors, boards of review, or the county 
auditor will be assessed by the county treasurer. He is also to make 
a monthly report to the State Auditor of all taxes paid to the state and 
for soldiers' bonuses, and to pay these funds to the State Treasurer 
when they are requested. 

County Sheriff 

The sheriff is the principal peace officer of the county. He is 
elected for a two year term and is paid mileage and expenses plus a 
salary dependent upon the population of the county. In addition to his 
salary the sheriff is allowed, free of rental , home quarters. Admin
istration of the jail is placed in his hands and he also has charge of the 
court house. 

State statutes provide that his duties shall include summoning 
gr and and trial juries, executing and returning all writs and other legal 
processes iss-ued to him by lawful authority. The sheriff is required 
to make special investigations into alleged law violations when so 
directed by the county attorney, and to administer the death penalty wh e n 
such penalty is dec:r;eed in his county. He also serves papers in con
tested elections and gives notice of election by publishing a proclama
tion to this effect. 

County Recorder 

The office of the county recorder has as its primary function 
insuring the existence of acc urate and authentic records of ownership 
of various forms of property in the county. The recorder is ele c ted 
for a term of two years and receives a salary, dependent upon the 
population of the county. The recorder has the duty of recording in 
detail all instruments filed with him which consist principally of d e eds, 
mortgages, assignments, affidavits, releases and powe rs of attorney. 

-
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Records of all physicians, surgeons and veterinarians practic 
ing in the county are kept by the recorder, in addition to discharge 
papers from persons who served in the armed forces. Other records 
kept by this office include . articles of incorporation, decisions of 
trustees in drainage matters and decisions of fence viewers, permits 
to sell dangerous weapons and deeds of trust for rail road corporations . 
The recorder also issues hunting licenses and is required to report 
quarterly to the board of supervisors all fees collected and to pay 
quarterly such fees to the county treasurer. 

County Coroner 

One of the most ancient and today one of the more controversial 
of county offices is that of the coroner. The coroner in Iowa is 
elected for a term of two years and is paid a fee of $10 an inquest in 
lieu of a salary. The primary duty of the coroner is to hold an inquest 
in all cases of death involving external force. He is also authorized 
to perform post mortem examinations, but the statutes do not require 
the coroner to be a medical doctor. 

The coroner also performs all the duties of the sheriff when 
that office is vacant; or in the event the sheriff is a party to a proceed
ing or action in the court of record; or when the sheriff may show 
prejudice, partiality, consanguinity or other interest in a case. 

Clerk of District Court 

The last elective county official to be discussed is the clerk of 
district court who in many respects may be regarded more as an offi
cer of a state court than as a county officer. The clerk is elected for 
two years and like other county officers has a salary which depends 
upon the population of the county. As his title indicates, the clerk has 
charge of all court records in law, equity and probate matters, in 
addition to being custodian of grand jury indictments and reports. 
Records of dentists and optometrists practicing in the county are kept 
in this office and lists of notaries public and justices of peace, indices 
of judgments and liens. This office also acts as custodian for the 
county's records of births, marriages and deaths. 

The clerk is given functions other than record keeping, which 
include· issuing marriage licenses, approving appearance bonds for 
criminals out on bond, appointing adm1n1strators of e states and 
guardians of minors. The clerk also receives on deposit money due 
minors or heirs whose whereabouts 1s unknown and issues c ommit
ments for per sons delivered to the penitentiary and insane hospital s . 

.. 
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Other County Offices 

Iowa county government is characterized by three other offices 
that are non-elective in nature but which like all offices, except the 
board of supervisors, are basically administrative rather than policy 
making in nature. 

The county superintendent of schools is appointed to a three 
year term by the popularly elected five-member county board of edu
cation. The superintendent must have a superintendent's certificate 
and have at least five years' experience in teaching, administrative or 
supervisory work. He is required to visit the various public schools 
in the county at least once during each school year and at any other 
time when so requested by the majority of the directors of any school 
corporation. The county superintendent, in general, serves in a 
liaison capacity between the State Superintendent of Public Instruction 
and the school teachers and administrators in the county He is cur
rently concerned with administrative problems involving the reorgan
ization of school districts in the county. 

The county engineer is another non-elective county official. 
He is appointed by the board of supervisors for a term determined by 
the board, but which may not exceed three years. The board of 
supervisors fixes the engineer's salary and may discharge him at any 
time during his tenure of office. All county engineers must be 
registered civil engineers. General supervision over construction, 
maintenance and repair of highways and bridges in the county is given 
the engineer. But the engineer is required to make an annual report 
to the State Highway Commission on all roads in the county, their 
present condition and their needs. 

The county assessor is the other non-elective county officer 
and is appointed to a four year term by a special conference body 
including the members of the county board of supervisors and the 
mayors of all incorporated cities and towns in the county, and mem
bers of the county boards of education. The county assessor must 
be selected from a list of names, including all county residents who 
have passed the examination for county assess or and are certified by 
the State Tax Commission. While the assessor's salary is fixed by 
the County Conference Board, state law prohibits the salary from 
being less than that paid the county auditor. Like the other county 
officers, the assessor makes up his own budget and certifies it to 
the board of supervisors which permits him a substantial degree of 
independence in this area. 

The assessor's primary function is to assess in accordance 
with regulations of the State Tax Commission and submit on or before 
May of each year completed ass es sment rolls to the county board of 

.. 
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review. Moreover, he aids and advises the county board of 
adjusting the assessments to the valuations required by law. 

Miscellaneous Boards, Commissions and Councils 

. review in 

In addition to the offices mentioned above, state law either re 
quires or permits the establishment of a host of boards, commissions 
or councils which operate relatively independently of the basic opera
tional offices of county government in Iowa. Space does not permit a 
detailed discussion of each of these bodies, however, because of their 
importance, several must be discussed briefly while the remainder 
can be noted only in pas sing. 

(1) Board of Review 

Iowa law requires that each county establish a board of review, 
the members of which are appointed for staggered four year terms by 
a conference composed of the board of supervisors and the mayors of 
all incorporated cities or towns in the county in addition to the mem
bers of the county board of education. The size of the board as fixed 
by law can be no less than three nor more than five members with at 
least one member being a farmer, one a real es tate broker and one a 
person experienced in the building and construction field. Members 
are compensated at a per diem rate of $10 plus mileage and actual ex
penses incurred in carrying out their duties. 

The board has the function of adjusting assessments and valua
tions of personal or business property, hears protests against present 
assessments and, in general, it acts as a board of equalization. It 
has no jurisdiction, however, over assessments in municipalities 
where a city assessor exists. Appeals from the county board of re
view are taken to the district court of the county. 

(2) Board of Social Welfare 

The county board of supervisors is required to appoint a bi
partisan county board of social welfare, the size which will vary with 
the county's population. The board is given the responsibility for ad
ministering all forms of categorical public assistance including Old 
Age Assistance, Aid to the Needy Blind, Aid to Dependent Children 
and Child Welfare Services. All employees of the agency are selected 
subject to the approval of the State Department of Social Welfare pur
suant to the provisions and requirements of the Iowa Merit System 
Council. Aid extended normally is in the form of monthly state warrants 
issued to the individual or family. 

General relief is administered by the county board of super
visors although the board of social welfare has the responsibility for 
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administering and distributing United States Government commodities and 
food and providing emergency welfare service in connection with civilian 

defense. 

(3) County Agricultural Extension Council 

State statutes require the establishment of a county agricultural ex
tension council consisting of one resident from each township who 1s elected 
for a two year term. This council is authorized to cooperate with the state 
extension service and the United States Department of Agriculture in foster
ing extension agricultural educational programs and also to insure that fed
eral funds allocated to the extension service and the county agricultural ex
tension educational service may be most efficiently utilized by the extension 
service and the extension council. 

(4) Soldiers Relief Commission 

Each county board of supervisors is authorized to appoint for a term 
of three years a three-member soldiers' relief commission. Such com
missioners must be veterans and receive a $2 per diem plus mileage ex
penses. The commission has the function of administering revenue from 
a tax not to exceed 1 mill on the dollar which may be levied by the county 
board of supervisors for the relief or funeral expense of honorably dis
charged, indigent veterans of the United States Armed Forces or their de
pendents. 

(5) Optional County Agencies 

In addition to the boards and commissions discussed above, counties 
have the option of creating various other special-purpose agencies. These 
include the county drainage board whose membership is ex officio the 
county supervisors, the county board of health, the county hospital board, 
the county zoning commission and the county fair association. 

Summary 

From the foregoing, it is clear that Iowa county government is a 
welter not only of elective and relatively independent county offices but also 
of a great variety of semi-autonomous boards, commissions and councils. 
Ostensibly, the board of supervisors is the chief formulator of county policy 
However, it is clear that state legislation through many mandatory pro
visions controlling the structure and functions of the county and through 
granting fiscal near-independence to many of the county agencies has al
most insured the absence of any truly executive direction on the county 
level. 

,. 
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Chapter II 

County Government Costs 

One of the major reasons for recent interest in Iowa concern
ing county government seems traceable to an uncomfortable but un
documented feeling that the operation of county government is ineffi
cient and wasteful. Whether this sentiment has suddenly emerged or 
whether it is merely a culmination of a series of long-standing dis
contents. is difficult to assess. But it seems likely that in a period 
of economic readjustment the average taxpayer .will react strongly to ex
amples of waste and poor administration that might be ignored during 
years of high prosperity. 

In this chapter the authors have attempted to pin-point the 
actual costs of operating various key county offices and through meth
ods of quantitative analysis to explain part of the wide variation in 
these costs among the 99 counties of Iowa. This technique should be 
helpful in either supporting or calling into question various charges 
made by lay critics of county government as it presently exists. In 
addition,it may be of assistance in testing certain standard and per
haps even stereotyped doctrines in public administration dealing with 

local government. 

In connection with the research a good many statistical regres
sion analyses were made of factors that might be expected to cause 
differences in government costs among the various counties. The 
factors studied incl11ded area, total population, percent of workers 
engaged in agriculture, percent of county population which is urban, 
and several others. In the preliminary analyses, the total cost of the 
board of supervisors (averaged for 1954-55) in each county and the 
cost of this board per capita of the county's total population were used 
as the dependent variables. Some of the most important results are 
shown in Table I, page 18; others are given in Appendix B, along 
with a brief description of the analytical methods used. 

Expected Effects of Area, Population and Other Factors on County 
Government Costs 

The statistical methods used show the extent to which various 
factors are associated with costs of g-overnment, but they do not in 
themselves tell why they are associated. Figure A expresses a work
ing hypothesis as to how various real factors would be expected, 1n a 
logical or causal sense, to affect the cost of county government. The 
arrows lead from "cause" to "effect", according to the following 
pattern: 
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1---igure A# 

Expected Effects of Area, Population ano Rural-Urban 
Residence upor .. Costs of County Government in lo\l.'d.* 

(A) 

Number 
of farm-
ers and 
farm 
workers 

Number of work
ers in local 
"agribusiness" 

·(B) 

(C) 

Number of local 
workers supply-
ing consumer 
goods and ser-
vices to (A) 
and (B) 

Other 
locational 
factors 

Urban 
population 

Rural 
nonfarm 
population 

Fann pop
ulation 

,------7 
I Cost of 
L_ ~a~7~ _! 

r----, 
I 

I Cost of f 
county 
officials' 

I travel 

'--- __ J 
# Figure A and its description were prepared by Kar l A . Fox. 

Cost 
of city 
government 

Cost 
of county 
govern-
ment 

* Heavy arrows indicate effects of major quantitative importance - - others, 
effects of intermediate or minor quantitative importance. 

/. •: Allows for possible effects of area over and above tl1ose associated with 
size of farm population. 
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The area of a county within Iowa largely determines the num
ber of persons engaged in agriculture and, of course, the popula
tion living on farms. Compared with most other states, Iowa's 
agricultural land is relatively homogeneous and the average number 
of acres per farm does not show extreme variations from county to 
county. 

The size of a county ' s agricultural base largely determines 
how many nonfarm workers will be located in the county for the 
purposes of selling goods used locally in farm production; buying, 
storing, processing and hauling local farm produce; and selling 
consumer goods and services to local farmers. The workers in 
local "agribusinesses" also need consumer goods and services and 
the persons supplying these goods and services in turn exchange 
specialized goods and services with each other. 

The labor force of some of the rural counties in Iowa would 
consist almost entirely of persons performing the above functions, 
plus farm people themselves; the three groups are represented by 
the "boxes" marked (A), (B}, and (C) . 

T he next group of boxes to the right includes workers plus 
their dependents, i. e. , total population, and distributes nonfarm 
population among "urban" and "rural nonfarm" residence, for con
venience in using data based on standard Census population cate
gories. Except in the immediate vicinity of large towns, it seems 
reasonable to assume that the rural nonfarm people in a county are 
located there because of its agricultural base. However, the Cen
sus definition of "urban" is based strictly on size and not on func 
tion - - for example, if a town happens to have 2, 500 people or 
more, its residents are classed as "urban" even though all of its 
workers may be in the county to serve its agriculture. If a town 
has 2,499 residents or fewer, its residents are classed as "rural 
nonfarm" . If an Iowa county contains only workers (and depen
dent s) with the functions indicated in boxes (A), (B) and (C) , its 
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population is not likely to exceed about 30 per square mile, or perhaps 
20, 000 people in total for any but the largest counties in point of area. 1 

11 0ther locational factors- 11 would account for the bulk of the ur
ban population of counties having more than 15, 000 or 20, 000 people . 
They include various historical and geographical factors that have led 
to the location of railroads, indust rial plants serving multi - county or 
larger areas, colleges, home offices of insurance companies, the state 
capitol, and many other kinds of activities not specifically tied to 
the agriculture of the county in which they are located. (Some towns 
with 5, 000 or more people may also be servicing the agriculture of 
adjacent counties, some of which contain no towns of more than 2, 500 
population). 

!_/ These relationships between area, agricultural employment 
and total population may be illustrated as follows: 

Ten counties with smallest 
numbers of persons em
ployed in agriculture, 
1950 

Ten counties with largest 
numbers of. per sons em
ployed in agriculture, 
1950 

Number of 
persons em 
ployed in 
agriculture 

Thousands 

1.6-1.9 

4.0 - 4.9 

Ranges 

Area of Total 
county population 

Sq. miles Thousands 

382 - 446 8. 0-15. 8 * 

688-979 

*Omits one county which contains a city with over 25,000 pop
ulation. 

**Omits three counties which contain cities with over 25, 000 
population. 

The counties with the smallest number of workers employed in 
agriculture are among the smallest in area, and vice versa. Few of 
the counties contain more than 30 people per square mile, and these 
counties generally contain a town of more than 5, 000 population, not 
all of whom are located there to service the agriculture of that parti
cular county. 

,. 
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The arrows connecting urban, rural nonfarm, and farm pop
ulations to "cost of county government" are of different widths to sug
gest that the per capita costs of the services rendered by county govern
ment may be different for each of the three population groups. The di 
agram implies also that urban people are getting from city governments 
many of the services that farm people get from county governments . 
The rural nonfarm population in some counties is primarily as sociat-
ed with agriculture while in others it includes many people whose 
economic ties are to a large city or to a nearby industrial or railroad 
city. To clarify the effects of the different patterns of distribution of 
the rural nonfarm population upon costs of county government would 
require more extensive study than has been possible in this report. 

The narrow lines running from "area''~to "cost of roads 11 and 
"cost of county officials' travel" suggest ways in which area as such 
might influence the cost of county government, over and above the 
effects of area as a determinant of the county's agricultural - economic 

base . 

One objective of additional research on county government 
might be to estimate the quantitative influence of each 11cause 11 upon 
the "effect11 (or effects) next in line. If this were successfully done, 
the effects of proposed or expected changes in any of the factors in
cluded in the diagram could be translated at least roughly into pro
bable changes in the costs of county government. Limitations of time 
and data have prevented a complete analysis of this type. However, 
the diagram provides a useful framework for interpreting most of the 
charts and cost figures to be cited in the remainder of the report. 

Statistical Estimates of the Effects of Population and Area 

Exploratory analyses have been made to quantify some of the 
effects represented in Figure A; these are reported in Tables I, II and 

III and in Appendix B. 

Some comments on the facts presented in Table I (page 18 ) may 
be of interest . From Equation I, we note that the total cos.t of·the 
county board of supervisors is expected to increase $86 for each in
crease of 1000 in county population (from the coefficient of $0.086 per 
person). 2 However , only 42 percent (from r 2 = 0.42) of the variation 
in cost among counties is associated with differences in county popu
lation. Similarly, from Equation 2, we see that total cost increases 
on the average about $18 for each square mile incr e ase in area. But 
area is less closely associated with variations in the costs of boards 
of supervise rs , as r 2 is only O. 2 6, or 26 pe re ent. 

2/ The authors are indebted to Professors Emil Jebe and Karl 
A . Fox for their aid in the derivation and interpretation of the statis -
tical results presented in Chapter 2 . 
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Table I 

Costs of County Boards of Supervisors in Iowa (1954-55 Average) 
Related to Population of County (1956), Area of County, 

and Number of Members on the Board. 

Coefficient of 

Equation and Variable.!/ 
Detennina-
tio~/ 

1. Total Cost of County Board 
Population 

2. Total Cost of County Board 
Area - -

3 . Total Cost of County Board 
Population 
Area 

4. Total Cost of Committee Work 
per Diem for County Board 
Number of Supervisors 
Area 

(rl or R2) 

0.42 

0.26 

0.56 

0.20 

Unit 
in which Constant 
Variable Te~/ 
is Stated 

Dollars 

Dollars 
Persons 

9,500 

Dollars 1,590 
Sq. Mi. 

Dollars 
Persons 

8 , 870 

Sq. Mi. 

Dollars 1 1 075 
Number 
Sq. Mi. 

E.stimated Effect on Dependent 
Variable of an Increase of 
One Unit in the Specified 
Independent Variable.ii 

Dollars per Unit 

0.086 

18.00 

0.074 
13. 00 

591.00 
7. 70 

1/ The underlined variable is the "dependent" and the others are "independent" in statistical terms. 
2/ The coefficient of determination measures the proportion of total variation in the dependent variable 

that is associated with variation in the independent variable (or variables) for the given equation. 
In terms of computation this coefficient is the square of' the simple correlation coefficient (r) or the 
multiple correlation coefficient (R2), multiple correlation referring to the combined effects of two 
or more independent variables. 

}/ In general, the constant term simply establishes the level at which the line of average relationship 
cuts the vertical axis on which values of the dependent variable are measured. For example, 
Equation 1 is shown in Chart 1 crossing this axis at $9, 500 when population is zero . In special cases 
the logic of a problem may permit assigning a more definite meaning to it. For example, the con
stant term of $8,870 in Equation 3 might be thought of as the expected basic or minimum cost of 
maintaining a county board in a county with extremely small population and area. The fact that 
some counties of as much as 10,000 population and 500 square miles area incur less than $8,870 of 
total costs for their boards of supervisors indicates that the constant term gives only a very rough ap
proximation to the, minimum cost of maintaining such a board. 

4/ The meaning of these coefficients may be expressed as follows, using Equation 3 as an example and 
assuming a county with 10, 000 population and 500 square miles area: 

a , Effect of population = 10,000 persons x $0. 074 per petson = 
b . Effect of area = 500 square miles x $13. 00 per square mile = 

Combined effect of population and area = 
c . Constant tenn = 

Average or expected cost of board = 

$ 740 
6,500 
7,240 
8 870 

$16,110 

As suggested by Chart 1, the actual costs incurred by counties of approximately this population and 
area may be considerably higher or lower than $16,110, depending upon factors other than population 
and area. 

The effect attributed to increased area in Equation 3 probably operates through the closely asso
ciated increases in farm and rural nonfarm population- -groups which appear to receive the major 
portion of the county board's attention. The effect attributed to "total population" is strongly in
fluenced by a small number of metropolitan counties, so that it represents primarily the effect of 
increased urban population. This interpretation is strongly supported by the coefficient obtained for 
urban population in Table II, Equation 5. 
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In this preliminary study, Equation 3, using popul ation and area 
together as explanatory factors or 11 predictors 11 of board costs seemed 
to give the simplest and most useful results. 3 Yet only a little over 
half -- 56 percent -- of the variation in board of supervisors' costs 
was associated with these two factors. Thus, nearly half -- 44 per
cent - - of the variation in costs must at this stage be attributed to dif
ferences in factors other than the areas or the total populations served 
by the boards. Presumably the residual variation is due in part, to 
efficient operation of boards of supervisors in some counties with other 
counties showing , perhaps, excessive costs for the operation of the 

county board. 4 

Equation 4 {Table I) indicates that total costs of committee work 
per diem tend to run higher for boards with 5 members than for t hose 
with 3 members after the effects of area have been taken into account . 
On the average , each additional board member appeared to increase 
such costs about $600, so that 5-member boards tended to have per 
diem costs about $1,200 larger than did 3-member boards. However, 
only 20 percent of the variation in per diem costs was associated with 
difference in numbers of board members and in county areas taken to
gether, so that 80 percent of the observed variation in per diem costs 
must be attributed to other factors . 

Table II, (page 20 ), suggests that the total costs incurred by 
boards of supervisors depend primarily on the size of the r ural (and 
possibly even the rural farm) population. In particular, E quation 5 
implies that each additional member of the rural farm population was 
associated with ..an increase of $0 . 92 in the cost of the board, while 
each additional member of the urban population was associated with a 
cost increase of only $0. 08. However , further study would be needed 
before a full cause-and-effect interpretation of these figures would be 
warranted. It should be kept in mind that the cost of the board of super
visors as such is relativel y small in comparison with the total cost of 
the services provided or supervised by the county government. Includ
ed in such costs are: road maintenance , education, social welfare and 
similar items . The allocation of county tax funds for these services 
as between urban and rural residents might show a very different re
lative emphasis for county government as a whole . 

3/ Neither the inclusion of additonal plausible factors nor allow
ance for possible curvilinear relations with population and area appear
ed to improve the results. 

4/ It is not necessarily true that boards with high operating 
costs in relation to population and area are doing a poorer job overall 
than those with e~tremely low operating costs. Definitive conclus
ions on this point would require a detailed management study of in
dividual boards . 
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Table II 

Costs of County Board of Supervisors in Iowa, (1954-55 Average ), 
Related to Total P opulation of County and t o Rural Farm, 
Rural Nonfarm and Urban Population Subgroups (1950}. 

Equation and Variable 1 / 

1. Total Co st of County Board 
Total P opulation 

2. Total Cost of County Board 
Rural Farm P opulation 

3. Total Cost of County Board -Rural Nonfarm P opulation 

4. Total Cost of County Board 
Urban Population 

5 . Total Cost of County Board 
Rural Farm Population 
Urban Population 

1 / Same as Table I, footnote 1 . 
Z-I Same as Table I, footnote 2 . 

Coeffi 
cient 

of 
Determi-
nation 2/ 

(r 2 2 or R) 

0.42 
-- - -

0.33 

0.22 

0 . 39 

0.56 

Unit 
. 
in 

which 
Variable 

. 
is 

Stated 

Dollars 
P ersons 

Dollars 
P ersons 

Dollars 
Persons 

Dollars 
P ersons 

Dollars 
Persons 
P ersons 

Constant 
Term 3/ 

D ollars 

9 1 500 
-- - - -

2,183 

7, 318 

10 , 530 

3,549 

-S; See Table I, footnote 3, for general interpretation. 
4 / See Table I, footnote 4, for general interpretation. 

Estimated Effect on 
Dependent Variable 
of an Increase of 
One Unit in the Spec-
ified Independent 
Variable 4/ 

Dollars per 

-- - - -
0 . 086 

1. 218 

o. 758 

0. 102 

0. 915 
0. 082 

Unit 

Equation 5, Table II, bears a close logical relationship to Equation 3 
in Table I (page 18). The coefficient for urban population in Equation 5 is 
very similar to that for total population in Equation 3, Table I. Further, a 
su_?plementary regression analysis shows that rural farm population tended 
to increase by about 15 persons for each increase of one square mile in 
county areas . If we multiply "15 farm residents per square mile " by "$0 . 92 
per farm resident 11 we obtain an estimate of 11 $13. 80 per square mile" - -
tl11 s compares closely with the $13. 00 per square mile attribute d to area in 
Equation 3, Table I. 1'he coefficients of multiple determination are 0 . 56 in 
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both cases. B oth equations are consistent with the working .~ypothe sis 
expressed in Figure A , (page 14) and, of course , with each other. 

The dependent variable in Table III (page 22) is an aggregate of 
the internal costs of all county offices together with the costs of many 
of the major welfare and other services administered by county officials. 
The items specifically included in this aggregate are noted in Table III, 
footnote 1. The principal item not included are : costs of road con
s~ruction and maintenance and costs of operation of the school districts 
in the county. 

More complete analyses of this aggregate and its major com
ponents will be reported at a later date . It should be noted that 89 per
cent of the variation in total costs in associated with total population, 
undifferentiated between rural and urban categories. This suggests 
that , percentage wise, there is much less variation among counties in 
per capita costs of all county government services than in the per capit a 
(internal) costs of individual county offices such as the board of s u per 
visors . Cost of caring for the poor and for the mentally ill a r e p r o
minent among the total costs analyzed in Table III, and these cost s 
seem to be inherently less variable under curren t conditions than are 
the costs of running particular county offices . It seems reasonable to 
expect that county expenditures for schools and roads (not included in 
Table III) would also be fairly closely related to pop ulation. 

The inclusion of area as well as population in E qua tion 3 fail s 
to raise the coefficient of determination significantly above that provid
ed by 11 population11 alone in Equation l; consistently with this, it makes 
little change in the estimated effect of poulation upon total costs. I t 
has been noted earlier that "area" appears to operate through rural (or 
rural farm) population as the factor most immediately affect ing board 
of supervisors costs, while 11total population" appears to represent 
primarily the separate effects of urban population. The weakness of the 
area effect in Equation 3, Table III, suggests that differences between 
rural and urban residents may be much smaller in terms of "per capita 
costs" of total county services than they are in terms of demands upon 
the time and attention of the board of supervisors. This point, however, 
requires further investigation. 

The constant terms and the estimated effects of population in 
E quations 1 and 3 are consistent with the assumption that counties with 
larger populations can achieve lower per capita costs , i. e . , that there 
may be "economies of scale" in the total cost of county offices and ser 
vices . Here again, fuller study would be needed to establish the truth 
of this assumption and if so, the reasons why it is true. Many of the 
charts for individual county offices suggest that per capita costs de
crease rapidly up to some moderate population size and then decline 
more slowly or (in some cases) not at all . Some further study of 
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Table III 

Total Cost of County Government Offices Plus Expenditures 
for Selected Welfare and Other Services (1955) 

Related to County Population (1956) and Area. l_/ 

Equation and Variable 2 / -

1. Cost of County Government 
Offices and Selected 
Services 
Population (Total) 

2 . Cost, Offices and 
Selected Services 
Area 

3. Cost, Offices and 
Selected Services 
Population (Total) 
Area 

Coeffi-
cient 

of 
Determi-
nation 3/ -

(r2 or R
2

) 

0. 892 

0. 081 

0.895 
- - - - -
- - - - -

Unit 
1n 

which 
Variable 

. 
lS 

Stated 

Dollars 
Persons 

Dollars 
Sq. Mi. 

Dollars 
Persons 
Sq Mi . 

Estimated Effect on 
Dependent Variable 

Constant of an Increase of 
Term 4/ One Unit in the Spec--

ified Independent 
Variable 5 / -

Dollars Dollars per Unit 

104, 150 
9. 81 

370,230 
81 . . 00 

107 1 980 - - - -
- - - - - 9.67 
- - - - - 16. 30 

1 / Specifically, the dependent variable 1n each of the three equation in Table III 
includes the following items: 

Costs of County offices: board of supervisors, audit or , treasurer, clerk 
of district court, misc. court expense, sheriff, board of education, 
supt. of schools, recorder, attorney, engineer, coroner , assessor, 
misc. offices. 

Costs of county services: official publications, court house expense, 
net expense for poor relief, bounties, car e and aid for insane, 
soldiers relief and administration, misc. expense. 

2/ Same as Table I, footnote 1. 
3 I Same as Table II, footnote 2 
4 / See Table I, footnote 3, for general interpretation. 
5/ See Table I, footnote 4, for general interpretation. 

-
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possible "economies of scale" may be made during 1959, using the 
same basic rpethods as those underlying Tables I , II, and III. 

Beyond a certain point, however, further progress will depend 
upon the detailed study of individual operations in individual counties 
from a management point of view . In particular instances, high per 
capita costs might reflect more adequate (but not extravagant) ser
vices; in other cases , high costs might reflect inefficiencies stem
ming from an inadequate scale of operations or below-average per
sonnel. Appraisals at this level of detail would normally be regard
ed as a responsibility of officials in charge of the programs , i . e . , as 
a management function rather than a problem for research workers. 
H owever, under the present legal structure for organization of coun
ties in I owa it is impossible to achieve any over-all managerial super
vision since each county is an entity in its e lf as is each elective office 
in the individual county. 

These results must be interpreted as average relationships 
between "cause II and II effect" variables for a large group of counties. 
Perhaps the most important single finding of this study is the extreme -
ly wide variation among counties with respect to the per capita costs 
of each function of county government . This is true not only of varia
tions around the actual averages of all counties in the state, but al
so of variations around the average relationships which allow for dif
ferences among the counties in population and area. Variations around 
the average relationships are presumably due in the main to human 
factors, including the efficiency with which the government functions 
of the various counties are organized and staffed. 

Board of Supervisors Costs 

Inasmuch as the board of supervisors is the key policy formu
lating body on a county level and because of its key financial control 
activities it will be not only the fir st county agency studied but will be 
the one to which the greatest space is devoted. The main items which 
contribute to total costs of the board of supervisors are regular 
board meetings, committee meetings, mileage for regular meetings, 
and mileage for committee meetings . The only other notable cost 
consists of expenses incident to the board's acting in its ex-officio 
capacity as the drainage board. 

For purposes of controlling compensation, Iowa law estab
lishes seven population categories for counties and limits the number 
of regular board meetings for counties in each category. This limita
tion ranges from counties w ith populations of 10,000 or less which are 
restricted to regular sessions of 30 days per year to the highest 
bracket of counties with populations of 90 , 000 and above which are 
limited to 100 days of regular sessions. In additon to the regular 
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meetings of the supervisors, Iowa law permits the board of supervisors 
to call as many committee meetings as it deems necessary. 

Research reveals that considerably less of the board of super
visors' work 1s done at the regular meetings than is done at committee 
meetings, at least if comparative costs can be taken as an indication 
of work performed. Analysis of this question is based on data from 
87 counties. {Twelve of the 14 counties in which supervisors serve on 
an annual salary basis do not list cost of regular meetings separately 
from that for committee meetings and thus cannot be included in these 
calculations). During the four year period, 1952-1955, 86 per cent of 
the total cost of all meetings 1n the 87 counties was for committee 
meetings. (See Chart 1). Moreover, 89 per cent of the mileage paid 
for all meetings went for committee meeting mileage pay1nents. Put 
in another way, for the year 1955, this meant that the average super
visor travelled approximately 7, 200 miles for committee work but 
travelled only about 840 miles per year for regular meetings of the 
board of supervisors. 

It is worth noting that sharp differences in mileage expense ex
ist between counties with similar areas. For example, in two of the 
smaller counties in the state, it was discovered that the total average 
miles per year for each supervisor was 4, 872 in Adams County but 
jumped to 10, 094 for Emmet County, the smallest county of all. Like
wise, in Iowa's two largest counties mileage per supervisor averaged 
21, 162 in Kossuth and 7, 705 in Pottawattamie. In this case, while 
these two counties are almost equal in area, Kossuth County's super
visor cost for mileage was approximately three times that of Potta
wattamie' s. 

Furthermore, if for purposes of comparison the areas of the 
two smallest counties , Adams and Emmet, are combined, the resulting 
area is similar to that of Pottawattamie, but the total mileage cost for 
supervisors in the two smaller counties is twice that of Pottawattamie. 
The supervisors of Pottawattamie averaged only 76 per cent as much 
:i.nileage as did the supervisors of Emmet County. All of the counties 
noted above have five-member boards of supervisors. 

Some idea of the magnitude of the time spent by supervisors in 
committee meetings may be seen by noting the situation for two typical 
years, 1954 and 1955. Averaging the costs for committee work for 
these years it is found that the average county supervisor was paid for 
215 days of committee work, or about 4 days a week throughout the two 
-year period. (See Charts 2 and 3). Hov1ever, individual counties differ
ed vastly in the amount of time spent for committee work:. At one ex
treme, in Worth County the average supervisor was paid for 300 days 
of committee work, or about 6 days a week Worth is, of course, one 
of the smallest counties. At the other extreme is Cherokee County, 

.. 
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CHART 2- IOWA COUNTIES : DAYS OF CO MM ITTEE WORK PER SUPERVISOR COMPARED 
TO COUNTY AREA 
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where the average s ~pervisor received payment for only 40 days or a 
little less than one day a week. 

"When the size of the board of supervisors is correlated with 
committee costs, certain interesting points e merge. Counties with 
boards of five members in general run slightly over $3,000 more for 
committee work than do counties with three-member boards. Data for 
the period studied reveal that 75 percent of all counties with three
member boards have committee work costs of less than $16,500. But 
in counties with five-member boards over 50 percent of such counties 
have committee work expense over $16,500. The median cost for com
mittee work in c )Unties with three board members is $15,000, while 
median cost in counties with five-member boards is approximately 
$18, 000. Committee costs in counties with five - member boards range 
from a low in Buena Vista County of $4, 100 to a high of $27,130 in 
Kossuth County. In counties with three-member boards, costs ranged 
from a low of $5,366 in Montgomery County to a high of $17,908 in 
Worth County. 

These results do not take into account the factors of 11 area 11 and 
11population11

• Equation 4, however, implies that an increase in the 
number of supervisors from 3 to 5 would increase board costs for com
mittee work per diem only about $1, 200 (county area being held con
stant), and mileage costs for committee work might add another $1, 000. 
Thus, only part of the $3, 000 difference cited above could be explain
ed by area and population. 

Total and P er Capita Costs of Supervisors 

An examination of the total costs of the 99 boards of supervisor s 
in Iowa during recent years shows that there is a positive correlation 
between high total costs and high population. (See Chart 4). For the 
biennium 1954-55, Adams County, which is the lowest in population, 
rated second to the bottom with an average total cost of $9,333. Dur
ing this period the total costs of boards of supervisors ranged from a 
low of $4, 920 per year in Osceola County to a high in Polk County of 
$28,698. P olk, of course, is the most populous county in Iowa. The 
regression line in Chart 4 indicates that costs of the board of super
visors increase about $86 for every 1,000 persons increase in popula
tion; the rate of increase would be somewhat greater than this if Polk 
County were excluded. 

How ever, certain counties deviate markedly from the line of 
average relationship in Chart 4. Five counties - - Buena Vista, 
Cherokee, Hardin, Montgomery and Osceola - - with populations of 
less than 25, 000 have total costs for boards of supervisors well below 
$6,000, whereas $8,000 to $12,000 appears to be the usual range for 
counties in that population category. Moreover, nine of the counties be-

-, 



CHART 4- TOTAL COST OF BOS. OF SUPV'RS, IOWA COUNTIES, 1954-55 AVERAGE 
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tween 25, 000 and 55, 000 population have costs below $12, 000, which 
is about the average level of costs for counties of this size. These 
nine counties are Cerro Gordo, Des Moines, Jasper, Johnson, Lee, 
Marshall, Muscatine, Story, and Wapello. In per capita terms, these 
counties have lower costs than the five counties noted in the population 

category "under 25, 000 11
• 

A strikingly different picture appears when one views per cap
ita costs instead of total costs for boards of supervisors. (See Chart 
5). Data for recent years reveal that there is a strong inverse rela
tionship between population and per capita costs for boards of super
visors. For example, Adams County, which has the lowest population, 
has a per capita cost for supervisors of $1.17, the highest in the state. 
P olk County, on the other hand, which has- the highest population," has 
a per capita co st of eleven cents for its board, the lowest in the state. 
Scott, Black Hawk and Linn, other heavily populated counties, have 
per capita costs only slightly higher than P olk County. 

In those counties with populations ranging from 10,000 to 
25,000, each 1,000 increase in population was associated on the aver
age with a decrease of three cents in per capita costs for boards of 
supervisors; once a county's population exceeded 100,000 little further 
decline in per capita costs was noted. The average per capita cost 
for Iowa's 99 counties for the fiscal biennium 1954-55 was 60 . 8 cents. 

There is, however, an element of optical illusion in Chart 5. 
If we look very closely at the observations for counties of 10, 000 to 
15, 000 population, we see per capita costs ranging all the way from 
$0. 30 to more than $1. 10. This tremendous variation in per capita 
costs among the smaller, more rural counties suggests wide variations 
in the efficiency with which different boards carry out similar functions 
and, perhaps, wide differences in the ways in which different boards 
define their functions. For example, it seems reasonable to expect 
that a board which confines itself to policy formation will meet less 
frequently and incur smaller operating costs than will a board which 
permits its elf to become involved in administrative details. 

The per capita costs of the boards of supervisors as such are 
fairly small relative to the total expenditures of county funds which 
are made under their policy direction; however, the wide variations in 
apparent costs of policy formation by different boards would seem to 
justify some concern about possible variations in the quality and ef
ficiency of services provided to citizens of the different counties. 

The more populous counties are also the more urban counties. 
Hence, the low per capita costs of the boards of supervisors in such 
counties may arise less from true economies of scale (beyond about 

.... 
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50, 000 population) than from the fact that urban residents need - - and 
receive - - less attention per capita from county boards. 

A factor that the authors considered in attempting to explain 
variations in per capita costs of boards of supervisors was the method 
by which supervisors were elected, i.e., whether by district or at
large. Data for recent years reveal no reliable evidence that per cap
ita costs of the board bears any clear relationship to the method of 
election of members. For the biennium 1954-55, the average per cap
ita cost for boards of supervisors e lected at-large was 56 cents while 
the per capita cost for those elected by districts averaged 65. 8 cents. 
The meaning of this difference is clouded by the fact that, while boards 
may be elected at-large, 23 county boards of supervisors as a matter 
of standard but informal practice assign members to districts follow
ing election. 5 Moreover, it appears from Chart 6 that there is some 
correlation between the size of the board and the manner of its elec
tion, with a majority of the five- member boards being elected by 
district and a majority of the three-member boards being elected at
large. 

The data gathered indicate no relationship between the popula
tion of a county and whether the boards are selected from districts or 
from the county at-large . Some relationship can be shown, however, 
between the per diem cost of committee work of boards of supervisors 
and the population of a county. (See Charts 1 and 7). Study of costs 
for the years 1954-55 indicates that total per diem costs for committee 
expenses increase as a county's population increases. Of 85 counties 
noting per diem committee expenses for this period, six counties with 
populations below 25,000 had committee work costs of less than $7,000, 
the average cost for counties in that population category. On the other 
hand, several counties in the population range from 15, 000 to 27, 000 
are notable in that their committee work costs increase at a rate more 
rapid than the general trend of increase. Kos suth County and Winne
shiek head this group with committee costs ranging in the vicinity 
of $26,000 to $27,000. On a per capita basis, the costs of committee 
work per diem show extremely wide variations as between counties of 
similar sizes. Among the smaller, more rural counties there appears 
to be no rhyme or reason in the observed variations. 

There is some difference in the median per capita costs of 
boards of supervisors having three members and those with five mem
bers and thos e with five members. (See Chart 8). In the 30 counties 

with three-member boards, the median per capita cost was 61 cents 
while in the 67 counties with five-member boards the median per cap
ita cost of the board was 65 cents. The principal fact reflected in 
Chart 8 is again the wide variation among counties in the per capita 
costs of boards of either size. 

5/ The authors obtained this information from questionnaires 
sent to all counties. 
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CHART 6- IOWA COUNTIES : NO. OF MEMBERS ON THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS AND METHOD 
OF ELECTION CO MPARED TO TOTAL COST 
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Differences in county area show only moderate degrees of as
sociation with costs of the board of supervisors {Charts 9, 10, 11 and 
12). None of these charts are designed to separate out the effects of 
other factors noted in Figure A - - particularly total population and its 
division into urban and rural farm components. While total costs of 
the board increase moderately with area (Chart 9) much of this effect 
may be due to the associated increase in rural farm population. Per 
capita costs show a slight tendency to decline with increasing area 
(Chart 10). Other charts revealing limited or doubtful influence of 
area may be found in Appendix C. It would seem that if area were a 
basic factor in board of supervisor costs, it would show up in an an
alysis of committee expenses, but no such evidence appears. (See 
Charts 11 and 12). 

Another factor studied in attempting to analyze basic reasons 
for differences in costs of boards of supervisors was the proportion of 
urban versus rural population. In a study of reorganizmg county 
government this element would appear to be of particular significance 
since the county is the major government for rural areas . Urban 
areas, of course, have their municipal governments, except for the 
increase in suburban developments which are outside the jurisdiction 
of municipalities but pose special problems for the county. 

In Iowa counties with urban populations ranging from zero to 
50 percent of total population, no significant relationship between 
board costs per capita and degree of urbanization is evident. (See 
Chart 13). In counties with no urban population, according to the 
classification of the United States Census Bureau (which were omitted 
from Chart 13), costs per capita varied from $0, 55 to $1.17, while in 
counties with urban populations ranging from 10 to 50 percent costs 
varied from $0. 25 to $1. 14 per capita. Once a county's urban popula
tion exceeds 50 percent a strong inverse relationship begins to appear. 
In no county which is over 50 percent urbanized does the per capita 
cost for the board of supervisors approach the level of costs in strict
ly rural counties. Costs range from 10 to 45 cents per capita in coun
ties with an urban population of 50 percent or over. Polk County with 
87 percent urban population, has the highest percent of urban dwellers 
in the state and the lowest per capita cost for a board of supervisors. 

Similarly, the per capita cost of the board of supervisors de
clines as the number of incorporated places i:n a county increases. In 
three counties with seven or fewer incorporated places per capita costs 
of the board of supervisors is above $1. 10, while twelve counties with 
fourteen or more incorporated places have per capita costs for their 
boards of less than $0. 70. 

As might be expected, the per capita cost of the board of super
visors increases with increasing percentages of the county labor force 
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CHART 9. TOTAL COST OF BOS. OF SUPV'RS, IOWA COUNTIES, 1954-55 AVERAGE 
IN RELATION TO AREA OF COUNTIES IN SQUARE MILES 

100 200 300 

• •• 
• • • . •., 

• 

.Cerrtll 

•POIO ANt • Co• • • 

. • ... -t... . 
• • • . 
• • • 

400 500 600 
AREA OF COUNTIES 

• 

• Woodtlvry 

•• • •• .. , • s 101.11 

•W1MtUl1tl 

• • 

• . 

700 

Prepo,ed for 
IOWA COLLEGE CO MMUN ITY 
RESEARCH COMM ITTEE by 
BOLES, COOK, FOX, J EBE 

IO WA STATE COLLEGE 

800 900 

CHART 10- PER CAPITA COST OF BOS. OF SUPV'RS, IOWA COUNTIES, 1954-55 
AVERAGE IN RELATION TO AREAS OF COUNTIES IN SQUARE MILES 
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CHART 11- COMMITTEE WORK PER 01£M TOTAL COST COMPARED TO AREA 
$16 (COST BASED ON 1954-55 AVERAGE FOR COMMITTEE WORK) 
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CHART 12- IOWA COUNTIES : TOTAL NUMBER OF DAYS O F CO MMITTEE WORK BY THE BOARD 
OF SUPERVISORS COMPARED TO COUNTY AREA 
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CHART 13- IOWA COUNTIES : PER CAPITA COST, 1954·55 AVERAGE FOR BOARD OF 
SUPERVISORS COMPARED TO COUNTY PERCENT OF URBAN POPULATION, 
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engaged in agriculture. (See Chart 14). Roughly speaking, this is 
simply another way of stating the facts in Chart 13. When more than 
30 percent of a county's population is engaged in agriculture there is a 
marked increase in the per capita cost of the board of supervisors. 
Six counties , however, were exceptions to this rule and were character
ized by per capita costs closely approximating those of much more 
highly urbanized counties . These counties were: Buena Vista, Chero
kee, Fayette, Hardin, Jasper and Montgomery. Each had a urban 
population ranging from 30 to 40 percent of the total and in no one of 
these counties did per capita costs rise above $0. 34. 

Another factor considered to see if it had a bearing on cost of 
boards of supervisors was median family income. Data for recent 
years indicates that as family income increases per capita costs of the 
board of supervisors decreases. Per capita board costs are highest 
when the family income in a county is below $4, 500. On the other hand, 
per capita costs are lowest when the median family income has reach
ed $5,500. In such counties the per capita costs for boards of super
visors is below 30 cents. There are forty counties where median fam
ily income is less than $4, 500 which have per capita costs of fifty 
cents or more. Moreover, twenty of these forty counties have per 
capita costs of seventy-five cents or more . 

Other County Offices 

In analyzing costs of the county board of supervisors several 
approaches were tried. A number of factors were utilized in the analy
sis, such as area of county, population, method of selection of the 
board, i. e . , by district or at-large, degree of urbanization 
and (conversely) degree of occupational concentration in agriculture. 
The factor of population appears to be the most significant in explain
ing supervisors I cost, and the data collected for other county offices 
suggest that population again is the principal "real" analysis. The 
additional offices selected for cost analysis here were chosen pri
marily on the basis of the total costs inherent in their operation and 
the scope of their activities . They are the offices of the auditor, the 
treasurer, the sheriff, the county attorney, the recorder and the as
sessor. 

There appears to be an inverse relationship between the popula
tion of a county and the per capita costs for operating each of the of
fices. In general, counties with larger populations had lower per 
capita costs for the offices studied. The average annual per capita 
costs for these offices during the years 1952 through 1955 were 65. 4 
cents for the auditor, 69. 8 cents for treasurer, 32. 5 cents for record
er , 6 5 cents for sheriff, 26 cents for county attorney, and 6 7. 7 for the 
assessor . (Charts 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 and 21 show the costs of these 
offices for individual counties plotted against population. For charts 
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CHART 16- IOWA COUN TI ES · A UDITORS OFFICE PER CAPITA CO STS COMPARED TO 
POPULATION 
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CHART 17- IO WA COUNTIES : TREASURERS OFFICE PER CAPITA COST CO MPARED TO 
POPULATION 
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CHART 18-IOWA COUNTIES RECORDERS OFFICE PER CAPITA COST COMPARED 
TO POPULATION 
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CHART 19- IOWA COU NTIES: SHERIFFS OFFICE PER CAPITA COST CO MPARED TO 
POPULATION 
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CHART 20- IOWA COUNTIES : COUNTY ATTORNEYS OFFICE PER CAPITA COST COMPARED 
TO POPULATION 
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CHART 21 - IOWA COUNTIES : COUNTY ASSESSORS OFFICE 
TO POPULATION 

$1.60 

1.50 

w 1.40 

u 
LI.. 1.30 LI.. 
0 

(/) 1.20 
a:: 
0 
(/) 1.10 (/) 

w 
(/) 
(/) 
<l 

1.00 

>- . 90 I-
z 
::::> 
0 .80 
(.) 

a:: .70 0 
LI.. 

(/) 

I-
.60 

(/) 

0 .50 <.:> 

<l 
I- 4() 
~ 
<l 
<.:> .30 
a:: 
w 20 ~ 

. 10 

0 

_.,.. .. . .,, ...... . 

•'-"'•• .J•........... 

. -
• • • o ..... ,. 

• . c.., •• 11 

. . 
• ·. •'"'..., 
•••• . ......... V,.te 

. .:. ........ .. . . . . .. . . . 

. 
• 

. . ... . 
,,: ..... .. 

........ , • .1••11••~ 
•• "' ' ' ' ' '- .... ,u. 

•'!o,r .C•" • '-'•• , .. 
-o, ....... . :, ........ ""'' 

•o ........ w, 

Note: Polk County da ta are not included on this 
chart due to sca le limitations 

•• sc,11 
11ec• " • •• 

Polk County data are: $0. 22 and 257 ,400 

Prt por ed for 
IOWA COLLEGE CO MMUNITY 
RESEARCH COMMITTEE by 
BOLES, COO K, FOX, J EB E 

IO WA STATE COLLEGE 

50 100 150 
1956 ESTIMATED POPULATION , IN THOUS ANDS 

200 



42 

indicating the very limited influence of area upon each of these county 

offices see Appendix C}. 

In several offices there appear to be major reductions in per 

capita costs as county population increases from 10,000 to about 30,000 . 
Thes e offices include the auditor, the recorder, the county attorney, 
and the as$essor. 

The relatively smooth curve formed by cost data for the re 
corder's office suggest a rather routine and orderly work load, with 
the principal economies of scale obtained (under current office 
practices) with a county population of about 30,000. The pattern for 
the auditor's office is similar, though somewhat more variable as 
among counties of similar sizes; the pattern for the attorney's office 

is basically similar, though with still greater variability. Increased 
variability may reflect functions whose costs are inherently more 
difficult to control than those of the recorder even if the best possible 
techniques of office management and data processing are employed. 
It may be that significant improvements can be made in, (for example), 
the auditor's office with the help of somewhat more sophisticated man
agement and data processing advice than might be necessary to im
prove the procedures of the recorder's office . -

The treasurer's office and the sheriff's office show cost pat
terns similar to each other but very different from those of the re
corder, assessor and attorney. There is much greater unexplained 
variation in the treasurer's and she riff's costs among the smaller 
counties, and there is less evidence of economies of operation in the 
more populous counties. 

To understand the differences in patterns shown in Charts 16 
through 21, one would have to study the service functions of each office 
for rural and urban reside nts. F or example, the recorder's office 
might perform substantially the same volume of services per capita 
for urban as for rural people; if so , this would explain the failure of 
per capita costs to decline significantly over the range from 30, 000 to 
200, 000 population. 

Many 11 rear 1 factors might lead to variations among counties of 
similar size in the cost of operating the sheriff's office , and the lowest 
cost operation might or might not be the best operation in terms of 
public safety and welfare . Perhaps the most sensible approach would 
be to regard both extremely high and extremely low costs as matters 
worthy of inquiry on the part of experts in law enforcement. 

In the case of other offices as well, the charts presented raise, 
but do not in themselves answer, questions for detailed investigation 
by experts . On the surface, it seems as difficult to justify a range of 

-
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from $0. 30 up to $0. 90 in the per capita cost of the same office in dif
ferent counties as to justify a range of from 20 percent up to 60 p er 
cent in the markups of different supermarkets. In the latter case com
petition usually forces the achievement of manage rial efficiency and 
reasonable economies of scale, with a resultant narrowing in the rang e 
of costs and margins. The spur to efficiency in county government 
must, of course, come from other sources. 

.., 
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C hap ter III 

Cou n t y Budget ing a nd Fun ds 

Next to policy determination bu t clo sely relat e d to it, the most 
important function of the county is that o f f inancial administration. 
T his includes budget making, or the planning and approving of spend
i n g publ ic funds, the assessment a nd coll ect ion of taxes , the c ustody 
of p ubl ic monies, the authorizatio n of their exp e nditur e , t h e a ccounting 
o f all public funds, the spending of them and the a udit ing of all public 
account so 

The county board of supervisors, the auditor, the tr e asu·rer, 
and assessor a r e primarily engaged in this matt e r as w el l as are 
ot her officers such as the county board of education , the hospital 
b oard, the agricul tural extension council and the library b oard . Each 
ind ependently formulates its own budget and certi fie s it to the board of 
s upervisors which normall y accepts the budget as s u b mitte d. 

In 1955, I owa county officials coll ected m or e than $26 7,000,000 
in tax es . In this year, more than$179,131,442 in s tate aid was dis
tr ibuted to the 99 counties and more than $ 7,69 0 , 00 0 i n f e d e ral aid 
was al loted to them for various purposes. · Including :these .'fund s and 
other s~ more than $480, 640, 000 in public money w as a ccounte d for 
by the county treasurers. Auditor ' s warrant s i n 1955 a uthorizing pay
m ents of more than $122,399,000 were issued in t h e 99 c ounties. The 
fl ow of public monies passing through the hand s of t he c ount y loc al 
g o verning officials in 1955 amounted to more than t w o bil lion dollars. 

Ingrained ideas regarding the nature of l o cal s elf go ve rnment 
have had much to do with the present structur e and f unctioning of 
county government. The persistence of trad ition has vastly c o mpl icat -
e d the problem of organization and administr a t ion in the c ounty. Many 
duties have been handed the county not by the State Constitution but by 
t he State legislature. The Iowa L egislature has gone into d e tail con
cerning methods of performing functions which have been a s s igned to 
the county. Many of these details tend to strait jacket the a g en c i es of 
county government and make for a rigid ity which almost robs the 
county of local self- government. This is quite evident in the fund 
system of handling county finances. County officials have been d e 
prived of any real authority to govern the various functions wh ich ar e 
enmeshed in legislative fund control . 

Forty-nine Iowa statutes d eal with county fund s. Some provid e 
mandatory use of funds, many establish separat e additional fund s o n a 
permissive basis, and others provide indirect control of .fun ds . In 
some cases, therefore, a measure of discretion is · enjoyed by t he count y 
authorities; in other cases, programs of expenditures may be ini tia ted 
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and decided by the voters in which case no discretion is left the county 
official. In still other cases, programs of expenditure are decided 
upon jointly by the supervisors and the people. The number of fund 
accounts set out in the treasurer's report of each of the ninety-nine 
counties varies from 35 to 53 with an average of about forty-three 
recognized funds. In addition to the legally established funds the 
auditor and the treasurer in practice set up such miscellaneous ac 
counts as they deem necessary. While perhaps serving as devices 
for legislative control, such legally established funds operate to con
found the county authorities in their problems of keeping accounts. 

One item extensively criticized in the reports of state examiners 
in auditing county offices is the number of irregularities in accounts. 
In summarizing the state examiners' reports, the State Auditor found 
county officials had posted more than $2,000,000 to the wrong fund ac
cou.nts. Moreover, it was discovered that more than $123,000 was 
still due the counties, and, more than $52,000 was due entitles other 
than the counties. A total of more than $2. 5 million in irregularities 
existed in public funds, about 75 percent of which were later reported 
as adjusted. In one county alone more than $700, 000 was posted to 
wrong accounts and approximately $710, 000 in irregularities existed 
of which $334, 000 was adjusted by the time of the final auditing of 
funds. 

Of the $116,300,000 expended by the 99 counties during 1955 
approximately 60 percent of all funds or nearly $70, 000, 000 were 
either directly or indirectly made mandatory upon the counties and 
subject to rigid controls. To a considerable extent this was accom
plished by legislative establishment of a system of county funds. Most 
of these county funds are subject to a maximum mill levy. The most 
important of the county funds is the county general fund from which 
many of the county's expenses are paid. About 30 percent of the 
county's money is spent under this fund. Major items include: the 
cost of the county's elective offices, as well as the costs of supplies 
and utilities for the county engineer, assessor, county superintendent, 
clerk of court, public health nurse, weed commissioner, board of 
social welfare, township trustees and clerks. In addition such costs 
as printing, publication of official actions, maintenance and operation 
of the court house, insurance, and compensation payments are paid 
from the general fund. The basic idea of the general fund was that 
county expenditures in general should be paid from this one fund, and 
that in general county revenue should accrue to this fund. 

The establishment of a mill levy limit has made this unwork
able in many situations. This is particularly so in the smaller 
counties or in counties of lesser financial ability. Some costs such 
as payroll, printing, election, and court house maintenance are about 
the same in all counties. Some smaller counties have resorted to 
using other available funds for financing a particular function thereby 
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relieving the pressure within the general fund. 

If the principles of budgeting are to be realized , the general 
fund must be inclusive enough to finance most county functions within 
its bounds. But, the levy limit curtails the board in its free use of 
the general fund . The legislature, however, attempts to extricate the 
board from its dilemma by creating other funds such as county insane 
fund , poor fund, court fund or even the emergency fund each of which 
like the general fund has a legal mill levy limit. But when the board 
uses these other funds for general purposes it thereby surrenders its 
real budgeting functions. 

Also, in other situations certain costs may be paid from either 
the general fund or some other special fund. Most counties find it 
easier to pay for these expenses out of some other fund than the gener
al fund. For instance, the county's share of social security costs or 
the Iowa Employees Retirement System costs in most counties are 
paid from special funds instead of being paid from the general fund 
as they could well be . Also salaries of employees of the clerk ' s office 
may be paid from the court fund or from the general fund, or the 
salaries of the county engineer's office may be paid from the road fund 
or the general fund. With few exceptions these costs are paid from the 
respective special funds mentioned and not from the general fund. 

Normally, the smaller the county, the higher is the relative 
cost of its general expenses. In its study of this question the I owa 
Legislative Research Bureau has observed that in any instance acer
tain amount of general county government must be provided regardless 
of the county's population. On the basis of such facts the General As
sembly devised the scheme of grouping counties according to property 
valuations and then applying mill levy limits to each of several valua
tion groups. There are four such groups: counties under $16 million 
assessed valuation are limited to a 3 1/2 mill levy; counties $16 to 
$26 million valuation 3 mills; and, counties of $26 to $32 million val
uation 2. 5 mills; and, counties with valuations of more than $32 mil
lion are limited to a 2 mill levy. This grouping was de signed by the 
legislature to restrict county spending from the general fund by plac
ing mill levy limits. At the same time r e cognition was made of the 
fact that smaller counties may have less ability but might have as much 
need as would a larger and more able c ounty. . This may be noticed 
by observing the table of following selected counties, their assessed 
valuation and levy limits: 



County 

Clarke 
Lucas 
D ickinson 

Allamakee 
Mills 
Warren 

P alo Alto 
Marion 
F ranklin 

1950 
population 

9,369 
12, 069 
12,756 

16, 351 
14, 064 
17,758 

15 , 891 
25,930 
16,268 
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1956 
assessed 
valuation 

$ 15, 000, 00 0 
17,640,000 
25,980,000 

27,090,000 
29,070,000 
31,180,000 

3l, 470, 000 
36, 860 ,000 
39,390, 000 

levy 
limit 

3. 5 
3. 0 
3. 0 

2.5 
2.5 
2.5 

2. 0 
2.0 
2.0 

Maximum 
which can 
be levied 

$ 52, 500 
52,900 
77,900 

67,700 
72,700 
77,900 

64,900 
73,700 
78,800 

It is to be noted that Franklin, Warren, and Dickinson coun
ties - - each at the border line between groupings--may levy about the 
same a mount of taxes for general fund purposes, even though their 
assessed valuations are quite different . If their populations are to be 
used as a basis of determination of their respective needs this de
vice for legislative limitation may at least be a fair and effective 
method of control. However, what may actually happen is dependent 
in part on what a county board may do in the way of protecting itself 
in the use of its general fund levy. The leve.lling effect of the de
creasing-rate general fund restriction is lost, however, if the coun
ty board combines the maximum general fund levy with the one-mill 
emergency fund levy, which has a flat rate . Many of the counties 
that have reached the general fund limit have managed to get addition
al revenue by levying in the emergency fund. About one - fourth are 
now levying the maximum amount permitted in both funds . 

Therefore, the net effect of this effort of the General As semb 
ly to govern the county from the State House has not only lost some of 
its de.:5ired effect but the opporutnity is established for the county 
board to es cape its budgeting responsibility. 

The Iowa Legislative Research Bureau in its analysis of the 
general fund and the emergency fund mill levy problem found that the 
cramping effects of the mill levy restrictions were not pecul iar to 
any one mill levy limit group, but, that the real financial problems 
came in those counties at the border line between the groups . The 
counties studied were only those which had the highest levies in the 
combined general fund-emergency fund grouping. In these four 
groups the following counties were found to be in the respective 
groups: 

,. 



Groups 

(1) Counties with combined limit 
4 1 /2 mills 

(2) Counties with combined limit 
4 mills 

(3) Counties with combined limit 
3 1/2 mills 

(4) Counties with combined limit 
3 mills 
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Counties 

Clarke, Davis, Ringgold, Van 
Buren. 

Adams, Appanoose, Decatur, 
Lucas, Monroe, Wayne. 

Allamakee, Fremont, Keokuk. 

Cass, Dubuque, Floyd, Hancock, 
Harrison, Jackson, Mahaska, 
Marion, Monona, Palo Alto, 
Polk, Shelby, Wapello, 
Winneshiek. 

In this analysis it was found that counties with low valuations 
are most likely to be near the combined limit but the converse is not 
necessarily true. In other words, high levy counties are not neces
sarily those with low valuations. 

There are a number of reasons why some counties have high 
levies in these combined funds . Property may be under-assessed. A 
county may be building a large cash balance in the general fund in an
ticipation of some program in the future. A county may be paying for 
things out of the general fund that most counties pay for out of a 
special fund. A county may be spending more than most counties in 
its valuation class, or, other reasons may exist. 

The remedies of these matters are not always so obvious. 
Some limited levy problems may be corrected by legislation. At 
least such action may appear to be a remedy. The matter of legis
lative regulation of finances of counties by providing numerous specif
ic funds each having a maximum mill-levy limit is but one method of 
doing so. The whole problem is one part of that fundamental relation
ship of county government to state government and a proper method of 
fund control by the latter. 

Another fund which has a close relationship to the mill-levy 
limit use of the general fund is the court expense fund. Except for 
expenses and salaries of the district court judges, (which are paid by 
the State}, and the salaries and expenses of the county attorney's 
office, (which are paid from the county general fund}, district court 
costs are or may be paid by the counties from the court expense fund. 
This fund likewise has a mill levy limit of three-fourths of a mill. 
The salaries of the clerk of district court and his employees may be, 
but seldom are, paid from the county general fund. A number of 
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counties have resorted to use of the emergency fund for payment of 
some of the court costs . At the beginning of 1958 eleven counties were 
ove rd rawn on the court expense fund. 

In general it may be observed that counties face problems in 
this fund because circumstances and conditions show no respect for the 
mill-levy limit device for controlling county expenditures. A more 
effective and flexible means of expenditure control is needed. G eneral 
observation of the use of other mill-levy fund control situations further 
confirms this conclusion. 

P roblems of County Administration 

P erhaps one of the most fruitful means of seeing and realizing 
the problems in county government is to check through the State E x
aminer's Reports of county offices made to the State Auditor. Almost 
the entire panorama of desirable qualities and undesirable qualities, 
of good performance and bad performance in local public office, are 
here paraded for one's review. 

The procedure used in examining these reports was to go 
through all county reports for one year, 1956, taking down such data 
as seemed useful. Following this, an examination was made of the E x 
aminer's Report on findings analyzing the accounts in each office in 
the county. Photostatic copies of all observations critical of the activ 
ities of each of the county officials were made for more careful study 
later . 

Space does not permit a detailed description of every variety of 
criticism encountered. For many county officials the examination 
showed a most commendable performance. In some counties, for ex
ample , no county official received derogatory criticism. On the other 
hand, in a fe_w counties nearly every official invited some sort of 
criticism. In such cases some offices or officials received almost 
every type of criticism concerning not only performance of duties but 
even non-performance. 

A minor office particularly attracting criticism was that of 
justice of the peace. Though this official is really a county official he 
is selected on a township basis and in some respects performs on that 
basis. Legally there could be more than 3,200 justices of the peace 
serving in Iowa, in fact, however, only about 540 have qualified and 
served in 1956. These justices courts during the last four years have 
operated at an average annual cost of more than $152, 500 . In this 
office there is considerable irregularity. These irregularities include 
operating without a docket book and consequently no reports of cases is 
filed and probably there is no entry of fines, court costs or fees . 
Other criticism encountered include: inadequate keeping of records, 

,,. 
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failing to make reports of fines o.r fe·es _to be entered in :the do.eke± 
book. Though there are some cases of good performance of this court 
there is much evidence to suggest the need of change. It is out-moded. 

The county attorney represents the State in the justice courts 
as well as in the State district court and other courts of his county. 
The county attorney is compensated on a salary basis, perhaps not 
commensurate with his professional standing and qualifications, but, 
also he is allowed the opportunity to engage in private practice. In 
addition he is entitled by law in counties below 60, 000 population to 
receive in addition to the salary, fees "in suits upon written instru
ments where judgment is obtained, for all fines collected where he ap
pears for the state, and school fund mortgages foreclosed, and attor 
ney fees allowed in criminal cases. 11 This fee is 10 percent of the 
fines collected. This has averaged more than $73, 700 for each of the 
four years 1952-1955 in the 93 counties in which the county attorney is 
entitled to fees. The interpretation by the Attorney General of the 
statute quoted is somewhat ambiguous. Numerous cases were found 
where the county attorney collected a fee when he did not appear in the 
case, and in instances where his name did not even appear in the case. 
Such a practice seems of doubtful legality. In one county more than 
$1, 800 in fees was collected by the county attorney when his name did 
not even appear in connection with the case. This drew criticism of 
the State examiner of county offices as being irregular if not illegal. 
Practices of this nature are and have been subjected to c riticism by 
the State auditors. Legal questions arising from this procedure need 
clarification. 

Two local offices, the township trustees and the township clerk, 
neither of which are subjected to criticism by the state examiners, 
have unostentatiously drawn upon the county funds to the extent of an 
average, respectively, of more than $43, 000 and $28, 000 annually 
during the years 1952-1955. Though these sums seem relatively 
small, the services rendered are of dubious value and thus it is pos
sible that public monies are needlessly and uselessly spent, for they 
perform no essential functions. 

In the county assessor's office little irregularity may be ob
served. However, the costs involved in operating this office are note
worthy. Such costs include: an annual average salary of $394,474 
for the assessor, $138,241 salaries for deputies and $667,614 for 
field assessors. The result is an average grand total of $1,200,429 
spent for county assessing agents. Inasmuch as the basic assessing 
function--the evaluation of real property--is performed in full only 
once every four years, a study of the economy in the performance of 
the assessing task might seem in order. 
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In connection with the sheriff's office th,. irregularities reveal
ed are few, they are small in amount and most ar2 in conn >Ction with 
charges made and proper accounting of the fees collected. In a few 
count ies the question of the size of staff and the number of deputies in
vites study particularly in view of cur rent law enforcement situations 
in these counties. 

The county auditor's office is without doubt clothed with 1nore 
power and budget control authority than any of the administrative 
offices . It is closely related in its activities to the supervisors, the 
assessor, the treasurer and even the recorder in important v..•ays. 
The auditor's office and that of the treasurer probably have as large 
a volume of work as any county office and stand at the center of re
sponsibility in handling public funds. Examination of reports reveals 
that there are literally thousands of irregularities concerning entering 
funds to the wrong account which amount to mo re than $ 2, 000, 000 
annually. Some of these errors reflect inadvcrt"nce. Some reflect 
inexperience or lack of information or confusion, a fev.. reflect mis -
feasance . Better trained staffing might do n1uch to remedy this 
situation. More clearly drawn laws and sin1plification of the fund 
system might indeed by helpful. The question of c::stabli::shing n1ore 
satisfactory means of state supervision for handling public monies by 
the counties deserves further study. 

In matters relating to public moni"'s of the co\inty. the county 
board is often a party to the actions since the policic::s of the board 
often carry with them the action to be taken in th\.:: funds. Also, t11e 
board of supervisors seems not to have a complete t.:n0\1gh reporting 
system governing county home budgeting a11d accounting. At least 
this is not revealed in its present methods of reporting to a degree 
that might seem advisable. 

Use of the various funds has been considered abov""' but at this 
point it may be emphasized that a great deal of confusion s "Cn1s to 
exist concerning the allotment 01 funds for the insancc and poor funds. 
Counties are frequently criticized by the State examiner for shifting 
money from one fund to another . Part of this, no doubt, stc111s from 
the fact that both insane patients and poor arc inr11atcs of the c..ou11ty 
homes and some persons may be both insane and poor . S01ne oi both 
also are carried at public expense outside."" the c..ounty ho1nc. 

Another point worthy of consideration involves the rclationsl1ip 
between the board of supervisors and the county cng1nc.•er. The mile
age costs of the supervisors, the committee worl< costs of the s\.tpcr
visors, plus somewhat critical Attorney Gl·ncral's op1nions, suggest 
that there is a tendency toward over-supervision by the. board of the 
county engineer's duties . An attempt to c..larify tht" rclal1011sh1p b0-
tween the board and the engineer, such as S\.1ggcstcd by the Iowa ~tatc.• 
Texation Study Committee in 1956 would sec1n val\.1able. 
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Chapter IV 

. Cbunty Administrative Reorganization 

Several ar~as relating to a structural reorganization of county 
government may be suggested by the material discussed earlier in 
this study. They are mentioned here not necessarily as recommenda
tions of the authors, but as areas which might be worthy of considera 
tion for future legislative action. While political resistance or apathy 
may surround some of these points, it is felt that this · is no valid rea·
son to ignore them or to be reluctant to move toward accomp lishing 
any ends which are thought worthy of adoption. Movements for govern
mental reform or reorganization must start somewhere , even though 
persons of political sophistication may feel that such proposals may 
not be enacted into law the first time they are advanced. 

County Consolidation 

The first area that might be considered is the possibility of 
county consolidation. The fact that area has no real relationship to 
per capita cost of county offices in Iowa is of major significa:i.1.ce in 
evaluating the advantages of consolidation. Population, on the other 
hand, seems to be the key factor in determining per capita costs of 
county government. County consolidation would, of course, mean 
that the population served by a county government would be increased, 
thus resulting in lower costs. Essentially the same arguments used 
in favor of school district consolidation apply to county consolidation. 

Study of per capita costs of Iowa county offices would suggest 
that the highest percentage of savings would result in creating a 
county including a population of approximately 100, 000 to 110,000. 
While a decrease in per capita costs is noted in counties with larger 
populations, percentage increase in savings under present conditions 
in Iowa would not appear to be significant. 

The major obstacles confronting proposals for county consoli
dation are ones of politics and apathy. The county as it now exists is 
normally the nucleus of the dominant political party's organization. 
Because of partronage and favors that may be performed on this level 
of government there has been throughout the United States subtle but 
sure pressures from the major political party to prevent basic changes 
in the structure of county government. There is no reason to feel that 
Iowa would be an exception. 

When the political barrier is coupled with the problem of 
public apathy toward county government, which results primarily from 
lack of information concerning the amounts of money handled-and spent 
by the county, the problems confrontiniz the achievements of olans for 

- . - - -
county consolidation are enormous. Therefore, it might be more 
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realistic to view other areas where many of the advantages of efficien
cy and savings might be attained, but which would seem to have a 
greater success potential than might county consolidation. At the 
same time, it can be seen that county consolidation is the most com
prehensive and effective approach to solving the basic problems of 
county government. 

Integrating County Offices 

Another problem in the field of general county administration 
arises from the multitude of elective offices which retain in practice 
near fiscal and budgetary independence from the board of supervisors. 
Such offices are invariably administrative in nature only, with no real 
policy making powers. Accepted canons of public administration are 
clear, however, that a democracy should elect only policy-makers 
not administrators. Thus consideration might be given to making 
appointive those offices, with the exception of the board of supervisors 
(which is a policy making body) and the county attorney (who is a con
stitutional officer). 

Moreover, the merits of merging some of the offices which 
perform similar functions might be considered. For example, some 
counties in other states have consolidated into a department of fin· 
a n ce functions of the treasurer, re corder, assessor and many duties 
of the auditor, although still retaining an independent audit arrange·
ment. Functions of the sheriff and coroner might be merged in a de
partment of law enforcement, an agency which might also include a 
public defender. The clerk of court's office could be made appointive 
by ~the district .court. 

A State Agency of Local Affairs 

There are a number of innovations the state government could 
institute which would aid in overcoming some problems confronting 
county government in Iowa. The state could provide a definite agency 
to which counties and other local governmental units might appeal for 
assistance and advice. Many problems arise each time a new statute 
is enacted dealing with local government or each time a new county 
officer assumes office. In Iowa, the job of answering such queries is 
perform ed, in part, by the State Attorney General, the State Auditor 
a n d the State Comptroller. However, a substantial number of pro
blem areas do not fall within the jurisdiction of any state office with 
the r e s u lt that county officials must work out solutions as best they 
can. 

So long ::i.s the state attempts to regulate most functions of 
county g overnment, the state should take the lead in improving prac• 

--
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tices in areas such as budgeting, accounting and auditing, assessing 
and collecting taxes, and in administering indebtedness. In I owa, it 
is true that certain aspects of county operation are influenced by state 
off_icers, but the existing haphazard arrangement could be vastly im
proved by the establishment of a single state agency in whose hands 
all of these duties are merged. Improved administrative effi ciency 
resulting from the creation of such an agency, one observer feels, 
would save the taxpayers several times the agency's annual cost . 
!see: H. C. Bradshaw, "Reorganization of Counties, 11 J ournal of 

F arm Economics, Vol. XIX, pp. 748-749, August, 1937. j 

County Executives 

A major problem of Iowa county administration would still re 
main unsolved even if all the above programs were adopted . As p r e
sently constituted, the Iowa county lacks any true executive direction. 
The board of supervisors functions as a legislative-executive body. 
But because no major executive powers are vested in a single individ
ual, the diffusion of these powers and re spons ibilitie s. among board 
members means that, in fact, there is no executive. Thus the ad
vantages of leadership and planning inherent in the executive function 
are missing in county administration in Iowa. 

Other states have attempted to remedy the absence of an ex
ecutive in the traditional county government structure in a variety of 
ways. IAn excellent discuss~on of the different techniques may be 
found in: C. Snider, Local Government in Rural America. (1957 ) 
Chapter ,0 Some, such as New York, have adopted enabling legis
lation permitting cou.nties to adopt an optional county form providing 
for an elective county executive. This officer, while part of the 
board of supervisors, has additional powers giving him the authority 
necessary to provide the leadership required of an executive . In 
essence, such an arrangement corresponds to the mayor - council 
form of city government. One of the oldest positions of this nature 
is the president of the board of Cook County (Chicago) Illinois. A 
most recent plan is provided for in the home-rule charter of St. 
Louis County, Missouri, which authorizes an elective county chief 
executive officer who has the authority to appoint and remove ad
ministrative department heads. 

Another plan to provide executive leadership has been develop
ed in some states where there exists no enabling legislation specifical
ly providing for a county executive. Iniormal procedures have been 
developed whereby one of the traditionally elective officials is vested 
with the duties normally exercised by a chief administrator. In Wis
consin, for example, the county clerk (whose duties correspond most 
closely to the Iowa county auditor} has come in almost one-half of the 
state's counties to function as the county executive. In Arkansas, 
many executive duties are fulfilled by the county judge. Some North 

• 
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Carolina counties have made the chairman of the board of supervisors 
a full-time officer vested with. the authority of a chief executive. 

County Managers 

A most comprehensive program to provide executive and ad
ministrative direction to counties is that found in the county-manager 
plan. This approach which is patterned after the city-manager plan 
common to many cities has two essential ingredients. First, a re
latively small elective board of supervisors which serves as the chief 
policy-making body for the county. And second, a county-manager 
appointed by the board, who serves at the board's pleasure and who is 
the chief administrative officer for the county. The manager's duties 
include: administering the board's re solutions and ordinances, ap:- · 
pointing and supervising administrative department heads, preparing 
the annual budget for submission to the board, and making recom
mendations to the board in areas where it seeks the manager's advice. 

In the 15 counties of 8 states where true county-manager plans 
exist, they result from one type or another of optional county form 
statutes pass ed by the state legislature. If Iowa should wish to adopt 
such an c:-CL it could be accomplished by a simple legislative enactment, 
for the l vw a Constitution (unlike those in many states) has no provision 
restricting such an approach. Nebraska is the only state in which an 
optiona.J.. county -manager form act was held unconstitutional by the state 
supreme court , and this was primarily on the grounds that the enabling 
act embraced more than one subject, thus violating the state consti
tution. ~ee: State £ rel. O'Connor y. Tusa, 265 N. W. 524, 130 
Neb. 528 (193fij. The county-manager system, moreover, has the ef
fe ct of shortening the ballot b ecause under the model plan, many of the 
elective county offices are eliminated and merged into administrative 
departments under the supervision of the manager. 

Finally an attempt has been made to compare certain Iowa 
counties which in size and composition are similar to several counties 
in the United States where county-manager governments function. At 
one extreme the strictly rural Petroleum County, Montana, was com
pared to its closest counterparts in Iowa - - Adams, Clarke, and Davis 
counties. The comparison is not absolutely perfect for several rea
sons. First, Petroleum County's area of l, 664 square miles is consi
derably larger than that of the Iowa counties considered which range in 
size from 426 square miles to 509 square miles. However, the study 
of Iowa indicates that area is not a crucial fac tor in determining costs. 
Second, all of the Iowa counties in this comparison have populations 
ranging from 7 to 9 times the population of P etroleum County which 
is only l, 026. 

a 
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For purposes of this study the percentage increase or decrease 
in cost of the seven major administrative offices in the Iowa counties 
and the Montana county were compared for the years 1942 - 19 5 7. 
(pata covering Petroleum County may be found in: R. R. Renne, 
11 Montana P ace Setter, 11 National Municipal Review , March, 1958, pp. 
115-1181. In P etroleum County, in 1942 just prior to adoption of the 
county-manager plan, the costs for the offices of county commission
ers, county clerk, recorder, treasurer, assessor, sheriff, and 
superintendent of schools was in excess of $22,000. However, in 1957, 
despite the great increase in living costs, the costs for the service 
which has been performed by these offices was only $17, 000 or 22. 5 
percent less than costs 15 years earlier. 

In Iowa the same offices were considered except that the Iowa 
county auditor was substituted for the Montana county assessor. In 
Adams County in 1942 the cost of these offices was $23,250 but had 
risen to $51, 766 in 1955 for an increase of 122 percent for the 13 years 
considered. In Clarke County, Iowa county office costs jumped from 
$23, 730 in 1942 to $55, 385 in 1955, resulting in an increase of 134 per
cent. While in Davis County the costs increased from $29,625 in 
1942 to $56,026 in 1955 for an increase of 82 percent. 

In studying counties with greater populations, Henrico County, 
Virginia, with a population over 57, 340 was compared to Story, John
son and Wapello Counties, Iowa, whose populations range from 41, 000 
to 50,500. In area, Henrico County's 232 square miles is less than 
one-half that of the Iowa counties noted, which range from 437 square 
miles to 568 square miles. Of particular significance is the fact that 
from 1944 to I 949 Henrico County's population almost doubled. While 
the population increases for the Iowa counties from 1940 to 1950 were: 
Wapello 5. 6 percent, Story 30. 7 percent and Johnson 37. 4 percent. 
D espite this major population jump in Henrico County, the costs of 
county government there under the county-manager plan increased 
only 127 percent compared to 93 percent increase in Johnson County, 
90 percent increase in Story and 79 percent increase in Wapello. Be
cause of difficulties in making a valid comparison, no attempt was 
made to compare the increase in services, a most si~ificant factor 
in explaining the increase in cost in Henrico County. l]'he Virginia 
situation is discuss e d in G. W. Spicer, "Manager Counties Evaluated," 
National Municipal Review, July, 1953, pp. 331-33~. 
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Chapter V 

Action Ar ea s 

The research report indicates a number of areas where Iowa 
county government could be substantially improved. Some of the follow
ing observations by their very nature can be accepted separafuly from 
others noted below, while other recommendations are tied to,, and 
normally would be incorporated into suggestions for structural re
organization. 

Constitutional Changes 

Improvement in county governme nt would be facilitated by s ev
er al constitutional alterations. The c onstitutional changes fall into 
three categories: (1) the area of the county, (2) the office of county 
attorney, (3) the established relationship of taxation by the legislature 
and the county fund system. 

It should be made possible for the legislature to adjust the area 
of a county to such size as to realistically enable it to assume current 
obligations and services in local government. Property valuations in 
about one-third of the counties strongly suggest that these counties 
rate in the low-ability group in their support of such a government 
program as now confronts the people of these counties. 

At least the long range v i ew of this matter demands considera
tion of the question of county c onsolidation. Also, there is need for 
possible legal distinctions b e tween urban c ounties and rural counties 
or the separation of metropolitan areas from c ounty government juris
diction. Virginia has approached a solution of this problem by provid
ing for the separation of every town or c ity from the county while other 
states have established the metropolitan c ounty for some large cities. 

Constitutional alteration is also n e cessary concerning the offic e 
of county attorney to free it from its "frozen" constitutional position. 
This would enable the leg i slature to modify the attorney's position and 
powers and adjust the county attorney's offic e to the newer situation in 
county government in which it may then be involved. 

Need for Adequate Records 

There is a pressing need for correc ting m e thods of county re
porting both within the county and in reference to data r eported to 
state governmental offices. Certainly, there is merit in l e gislation 
requiring every county auditor to submit reports to the State Auditor 
on uniform forms so that county a c tivitie s c an be compared precisely. 



58 

Jn addition, serious thought should b e given to legislation 
authorizing the State Auditor to require uniform accounting procedures 
withing each county. If nothing else, this would make the financial re
ports published annually by each county uniform and thereby suscept 
ible to comparison by tbe taxpayers and other interested observers . 
It would also be helpful if a copy of each county's election results were 
kept on file in the Secretary of State's office, which is, after all, the 
official repository of state records . 

Consolidation of Functions Among Counties 

R eal benefits would be derived from legislation that would per
mit counties to consolidate functions without disturbing county bound
aries. Some legislation of this sort exists . For example, counties 
are now permitted to establish cooperative arrangements in appoint
ing a single county superintendent of schools to serve the several 
counties . Legislation of this nature should be expanded to permit 
counties if they wish, to select other officials whose jurisdiction would 
cover a number of counties and whose salaries would be pro-rated 
among the counties which are parties to the agreement. 

Ultimately, if this procedure is accepted it may go far toward 
achieving the goals invisioned by geographic consolidation of counties . 
For the deep emotional and political ties that act as barriers to ser 
ious consideration of geographic consolidation may not be disturbed 
if the county boundaries continue to exist, but where the functions of 
the governmental unit can be integrated. The high costs of certain 
county governmental operations, in many areas after all, are tr ace
able to functional rather than geographical reasons. 

C onsolidation oi.. Offices: A Department of F inance 

Whatever form of government may prevail or may be establ ish
ed in the county, there could be introduced into it considerable sim
plification and consolidation which should add opportunity for more ef
fective performance and economy. Much improvement can be accom
plished within the framework of present constitutional provisions. 

The offices of county auditor, county treasurer, county asses 
sor and county recorder, as they now exist, have many functions of 
related common interest. These offices now include the services of 
four chiefs or head officials and at least four deputies . A major phase 
of the work of three of these officials - - the auditor, treasurer and as
sessor -- relates to county finances . Around this idea a consolidation 
of functions may be realized and thereby organized. The recorder ' s 
functions also are closely related to the definitions of and property 
holdings recognized in the auditor's accounts and this office also can 
well become one of the divisions of this major department. 

.. 
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The auditor's duties are primarily related to the activities of 
the board of supervisors and in that respect his position as secretary 
to the board should be strengthen:ed and made consistent., with this function. 
He may serve to audit all county accounts for the board and maintain 
controlling accounts, pre scribe all county accounting forms and is sue 
all warrants upon the treasurer in payment of accounts. He should be 
made fully responsible for the preparation of the budget including the 
revision of the askings of any and all offices and boards of the county 
and he should submit such budget proposals to the board of supervisors 
for its consideration, revision and adoption. The auditor should have 
charge and supervision of the assessment of all property which is made 
by the county. The assessors should serve within the department and 
should be appointed on the basis of merit by the auditor or department 
head. 

The county auditor should have charge of all plat books and 
property descriptions of the county and the recorder should have the 
official recordings of such property transfers, deeds, documents, and 
similar matters. 

All tax revenues and special assessments as well as all non
tax revenues in the forms of licenses, permits, fees, fines, grants, 
subsidies and funds for sales or services and other non-tax revenues 
collected for the county or other government should be kept in custody 
in approved depositories by the treasurer and paid out by him only on 
warrants issued by the auditor. The auditor and treasurer should both 
be made appointive by the board of supervisors on the basis of estab
lished merit and the department should have the major divisions of 
accounting, custody of funds or treasury, assessment and recording. 

Optional County Forms Act 

It seems reasonably clear both from the research in Iowa and 
from studies conducted in other states that problems faced by county 
governments vary greatly within the same state. For this reason 
there is real merit in providing different types of statutory forms of 
county government from which the voters of each county may choose. 
This is essentially what is done in municipal government in Iowa. 
City-dwellers may choose municipal forms ranging from a pure 
mayor-council system to a pure city-manager system, with various 
possibilities available between these two extremes. 

An optional county forms act would be a step toward increasing 
each county's responsibility with its own affairs. It would be a type 
of home-rule authority, now completely lacking under the present 
statutes of Iowa. Such optional forms could range, as they do in New 
York, from the elected-county executive to the county-manager form, 
with several alternate arrangements also present including the super-
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visor plan presently used in Iowa. 

Part-time Boards of Supervisors 

The possibility of reconstituting boards of supervisors formal
ly as part-time agencies with fixed limits placed on regular meetings 
plus the abolition of committee meetings entirely might be considered . 
This certainly would have the merit of insuring that supervisors in 
the two or three formal meetings that might be permitted each montl
would deal only with policy matters, while leaving administrative 
det ails to the people who are hired for that purpose . Clearly, this 
would save substantial sums of money in committee meeting ex
penses and mileage in addition to realizing modest savings for regu
lar meetings. 

In a sense, such a plan would resemble the part-time commis 
sion technique which is utilized with considerable effectiveness in 
various states. Moreover, this plan would mesh especially •.vell with 
the adoption of a county- manager or elective county-executive system . 
In counties adopting one or the other of these proposals there would be 
a full - time administrator with over-all responsibility for details of 
administration with which supervisors all too frequently find them
selves concerned under the present system. 

Limits ~ Committee Expenses and Mileage 

With ever increasing emphasis being placed by the state legis
lature on fixing maximum limits upon various county fees and salaries, 
it is surprising that no attempt has been made to place maximum 
limits on the total amount supervisors may receive for committee 
work and mileage expenses for committee work. While this is a pro
blem that does not confront the 14 counties where supervisors receive 
a salary, it is of major significance in all other counties where sup e r
visors are paid on a per diem basis. 

Committee meeting costs constitute 86 percent of the total 
meeting costs of boards of supervisors for the years 1952 through 1955. 
Moreover, 89 percent of the mileage paid supervisors during this 
period went for committee meeting mileage. 

It seems fruitless for the legislature to limit the compensa
tion for regular meetings and the number of regular meetings 
when the major portion of meetings costs are for committee meet
ings, the number of which is completely uncontolled . Some might 
even argue that there is merit in fixing limitations upon the 
amount of general mileage expenses paid supervisors , for this 
would tend to insure that the supervisors were restricting them
selves to general policy matters rather than becoming immersed in 
seas of administrative details. Perhaps a major step toward the 
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solution to this problem would be to place all county boards of super
visors on an annual salary basis. 

County Attorney 

Legislation is necessary to clarify the instances in which the 
county attorney is entitled to collect fees for cases tried in the courts 
of the county. The State Auditor's Examiners each year have occas
ion to call attention to the practice of certain county attorneys for 
accepting fees when they appear not to play any part in the cases. 
Several Attorney Generals' opinions seem to hint that technically such 
practices are legal if the justice of peace or other judge enrolls the 
county attorney's name on the case, even though the attorney may not 
in fact have taken any part in the case. 

Some representatives of the State Auditor's office believe that 
in some counties a gentleman's agreement has been arrived at between 
the justices of the peace and the county attorney so that the justice of 
peace automatically enrolls the county attorney's name on every case 
that comes before the court, whether or not the county attorney is 
present. While such practices may be within the letter of present 
law, they clearly seem to violate its spirit, and their general propriety 

is open to question. 

County Budgeting and the County Fund System 

The county fund system should be simplified and loosened from 
the legislative prescriptions so as to enable the county government to 
enjoy real budgetary functions. The currently prescribed funds of the 
legislature make this impossible and serve to transfer much of county 
budgeting to the legislature. These funds should be reduc e d in number 
from the average of about forth-three county funds to no more than five 
or six funds. This change would also remove the undesirable general 
practice of transfer of funds once the budget has been made and is be
ing administered. This practice makes a mockery of the county bud
get. Full budgetary action by the county board of supervisors should 
extend to all governmental agencies of the county. This should ter
minate the rather independent drafting of their own budgets by each of 
several county offices and boards now enjoying this budgetary indepen
dence, with the result that the supervisor's job becomes merely that of 
routinely supervising such agencies ' budgets. 

Also, to improve upon the county budgeting there is need for 
changing the fiscal period so as to begin July 1st instead of January 
1st. This may necessitate legislative establishment of a special fis
cal period enabling the county to budget and establish accounts either 
on a six months or an eighteen months basis as a transition period 
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only which should tcr1ninatc June 30th. Ther "after the fiscal year 
would begin July 1st and end June 30th. 

Conclusion 

In concluding this stud)• of the problems of county government 
in Iowa it might be well to recall that the strengthening of local and 
state governments is a tasic for the states themselves . Thomas Jef 
ferson noted that the only way in ,vhich the States can erect a barrier 
against the e.·tension of National power into areas v.•ithin their proper 
sphere is "to strengthen the Stat" governments, and this cannot be 
done by any changl;; in the Federal Constitution . . .. it must be done b)' 
the States themselves .... The only barrier in (th"' States ' ) po,ver is 
a wise government. A weak one v.•ill lose ground in very contest . " 
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County 
Area 

Sq. Mi. 

Adair 569 
Adams 426 

Allamakee 639 
Appanoose 523 
Audubon 448 
Benton 718 
Black Hawk 567 
Boone 573 
Bremer 439 
Buchanan 569 
Buena Vista 573 
Butler 582 
Calh oun 572 
Carrol l 574 
Cas s 559 
C edar 585 
C e r ro Gordo 5 76 
C e rokee 573 

.., Appendix A. 

Table A-1. Basic Statistics for Iowa Counties, and Data Relating 
to Costs of County Boards of Supervisors, 1954-55. 

. Characteristics of County Data Relating to . 
Boards of Supervisors . 

Population Employment, 19 5 0 Median All Costs Costs of Co 

Family Number of Board mittee Wo 

Total , Percent Total Agricultural Income of 

1956 Urban, Numb e r Percent Super- Total Per Total Per 

Est. 1950 of of 1949 visors Capita Capita 

Persons Total (annual) 

m-

k 

Thous . Percent Thous. Thous . Percent Dollars Number $1, 000 Dollars $1, 000 Dollars 

11. 8 4. 7 2. 7 57 . 4 3,950 3 11. 4 0 . 97 8 . 2 0.69 a---- - ~ 

8.0 -- - 3. 2 1. 8 56.2 3,770 5 9.4 1. 18 6 . 1 0 . 76 

15. 8 19 . 3 6.1 3. 2 52.5 3 , 680 3 11. 8 0 . 75 8 . 2 0.52 

17 . 9 38 . 7 6 . 5 2.1 32.3 3, 210 3 10. 6 0 . 59 8 . 4 0.47 

11. 5 24. 3 4 . 4 2.4 54.5 4,160 3 10 . 4 0 . 90 8.2 0. 71 

22 . 7 32 . 5 8.2 3 . 6 43.9 4,440 3 8.8 0.39 6 . 1 0 . 27 

116 . 8 84.0 4.2 3 . 4 8.1 5,830 7 21. 4 0.18 15. 0 0.13 

24.1 43.2 9 . 3 2 . 8 30.1 4,940 3 11. 6 0.48 8.4 o. 35 

20.0 27 . 1 7. 3 3. 1 42.5 4,420 3 9 . 7 0.48 6 . 4 0 . 32 

19 . 9 22.2 7. 1 3 . 0 42.3 4,210 3 11. 2 0 . 56 7.8 0. 39 

22. 5 32 . 9 7 . 8 3.0 38 . 5 5,220 5 5 . 6 0.25 2 . 2 0 . 10 

17.1 -- - 6 . 6 3. 5 53.0 4,200 3 11. 2 0 . 65 8 . 2 0 . 48 

16 . 5 -- - 5 . 8 2.6 44.8 4,620 3 12 . 2 o. 74 8.0 0.48 

23 . 6 27 . 0 8 . 6 3.4 39.5 5,450 5 17. 9 0. 76 12 . 0 o. 51 

18 . 6 35 . 0 7. 2 2 . 9 40 . 3 4,350 5 16 . 2 0 . 87 11. 6 0 . 62 

17. 1 15. 6 6 . 8 3. 5 51. 5 5,260 3 8 . 6 0 . 50 6.2 0. 36 

48 . 6 71. 6 18. 3 2 . 9 15. 8 5 , 310 3 11. 8 0 . 24 - - - - - -
16 . 1 40 . 4 6.9 3. 1 44.9 5,660 5 4.8 o. 30 2 . 0 0.12 

• 



Characterist ics of County D ata R elating to 
Board s of Supe r visors 

Population E mpl oyment, 1950 Median All Costs Costs of Com-

F amily Number of Board mittee Work 

County Total, Percent T otal AEtricultural Income of 

Area 1956 U rban, Number P ercent Super- Total Per Total P e r 

Est. 1950 of of 1949 visors Capita Capita 

Persons Total (annual) 

Sq. Mi. Thous. Percent Thous. Thous . P ercent D olla r s Number $1, 000 Dol lars $1, 000 D oll ars 

Chickasaw 505 15 .. 4 21. 8 5. 7 2.9 50.9 4,340 5 13 . 4 0 . 87 8 . 8 0 . 57 

Clarke 429 9.0 36. 5 3.5 1. 9 54.3 4,120 3 8. l 0.90 6.1 0 . 68 

Clay 571 18 . 6 41. 1 6.8 2 . 7 39. 7 5, 2 30 5 11 8 0.63 8.0 0. 43 

Clayton 778 21. 2 - - - 8 . 4 4. 4 52. 4 4,340 3 12 . 2 0.58 7.8 0.37 

Clinton 695 55. 0 66 . 5 19. 2 3.6 18. 8 5,140 3 13. 8 0. 2 5 -- - -- -
Crawford 7 16 19. 3 23. 1 7 . 3 3.6 49.3 5,010 3 11. l 0 . 58 7.4 0.38 a--

Dallas 597 23. l 26. 1 9 . 0 3 . 1 34.4 4,670 3 10. 6 0.46 7 . 4 0.32 u, 

Davis 509 9.3 27.0 3.8 2. l 55.3 3,550 3 9.6 1. 03 7.0 0. 75 

Decatur 530 12. 0 - - - 4.3 2 . 1 48.8 3,540 3 8.4 o. 70 6.6 0 . 55 

Delaware 573 17. 2 22.5 6.7 3 . 7 55.2 4,780 3 8 . 0 0.47 7 . 1 0.41 

Des Moines 409 47.0 72.8 16. 6 1. 8 10 . 8 5, 160 3 11. 0 0.23 - - - - - -
Dickinson 382 13. 4 -- - 4.6 1. 6 34.8 5, 190 3 9 . 0 0.67 6.7 0.50 

Dubuque 608 80.5 69.6 28. 1 3 . 6 12. 8 5,900 3 15. 8 0.20 - - - - --
Emmet 395 14. 8 47. 6 5.2 l . 7 32. 7 5,640 5 16. 9 1. 14 10.2 0.69 

Fayette 728 27.8 27.8 10 . 9 4.6 42.2 4,680 3 9.3 0 . 33 6.6 0 . 24 

Floyd 503 22. 7 47.9 8.4 2.6 31. 0 4,850 5 14. 8 0.65 10 . 8 0.48 

Franklin 586 16. 3 27.2 6. 1 3.2 52.5 5,160 3 9. 7 0 . 60 6.0 0 . 37 

Fremont 523 11. 3 - - - 4.6 2.2 47.8 4,100 3 6.8 0.60 4.8 0.42 

Greene 569 14. 9 27.8 5.8 2 . 8 48.3 4,500 5 13. 4 0 . 90 8.6 0.58 
Grundy 501 14. 0 -- - 4 . 7 2 . 5 53. 2 4,680 7 10. 2 0 . 73 5.8 0.41 
Guthrie 596 14. 2 - - - 5. 3 2. 7 50.9 3,860 5 8.2 0 .58 4.3 0.30 
Hamilton 577 19. 6 38. 7 7.3 2 . 9 39 . 7 4,860 3 1 1. 8 0.60 8.4 0.43 
Hancoc k 570 15. 0 -- - 5.3 2 . 8 52 . 8 5,600 3 11. l 0. 74 7 .6 0. 51 
Hardin 574 21. 9 36 . 0 8.4 3. 1 36 . 9 4,870 3 5. 7 0.26 3 . 4 0. l 6 

· ----- • r= er r•-.. , =7 ◄ - ::_-----+ __ .&..._ - • ~____a r,.,_,. -- ) a· - .... ~--- -- - ,.. -- fl, I r ;.. ___ _., _ _ ___ ~------~•------------•·J-------------·----------~ 



Chara cteristics of County Data R e lating to 
Boards of Supervisors 

P opulation E mployment, 1950 Median All Costs Costs of Com-

F amily Number of Board mittee Work 

County Total, P ercent Total Agricultural Income of 

Area 1956 Urban Number Percent Super- Total P er Total Per 

Est. 1950 of of 1949 visors Capita Capita 

P ersons Total (annual) 

Sq. Mi . Thous . Percent Thous. Thous. P ercen t Dollars Number $1, 000 Dollars $1, 000 Dollars 

Harrison 695 17. 6 18. l 6.9 3.2 46.4 4,230 3 12. 6 0. 72 7.6 0.43 

Henry 440 17. 0 31. 2 6.2 2. l 33.9 4, 610 3 8.6 0.51 6.5 0.38 

Howard 4 71 12. 9 27.8 4. 7 2.4 5 l. l 4, 150 3 11. 4 0.88 8.0 0 . 62 

Humboldt 435 13. 0 24. 5 4.9 2.2 44 .9 5,200 5 9.8 0. 75 6.9 0.53 

Ida 431 10. 5 - - - 4. l 2.2 53. 7 5,420 3 8.8 0.84 6. 1 0 58 

Iowa 584 15 0 - - - 5. 7 2.9 50.9 4,740 3 12. 4 0 .83 7.4 0.49 
O' 

Jackson 644 18. 2 23. 1 7. 1 3. 3 46.5 4, 210 3 12 . 7 0. 70 8.0 0. 44 o--

Jasper 736 33. 5 36. 3 12. 7 3. 8 29.9 4,900 3 10. 7 0. 32 7.4 0.22 

Jefferson 436 15 8 46. 5 5. 7 1. 9 33 . 3 3, 8 10 3 8.6 0.54 6.6 0.42 

Johnson 620 44. 1 59.5 16. 8 3. 5 20.8 6,360 3 11. l 0.25 - - - - - -
Jones 585 17 3 35.0 7. l 3 . 3 46.5 4,410 5 15. 8 0. 91 11. 4 0.66 

Keokuk 579 15. 8 - -- 6.0 2.8 46. 7 3,660 3 10. 8 0.68 8.0 0. 51 

Kossuth 979 26.2 20.6 9 . 2 4.5 48.9 5,520 5 23 . 2 0.89 13. 6 0.52 

Lee 522 43 . l 72.l 16. 5 2 .2 13 3 4,730 3 11. 6 0.27 - - - - - -
Linn 713 121. 7 75. 0 44.5 4 . 9 11. 0 5,520 3 17 . 0 0. 14 - - ·- - - -
Louisa 403 11. 0 - - - 3. 8 l. 8 47 . 4 4, 310 3 7.5 0.68 4.8 0.44 

Lucas 434 10. 9 44. l 4 . 6 2.0 43 . 5 3,740 3 9 5 0 .8 7 7.4 0.68 

Lyon 588 14. 3 18. 0 5.3 3. l 58.5 5,350 5 9 5 0 .66 5.9 0 41 

Madison 565 12. 4 27.2 4.8 2 6 54.2 4,010 3 13. 0 1. 05 8.2 0.66 
Mahaska 572 22. 3 45. l 9.4 3. 3 35. l 4,220 3 12. 2 0.55 8.4 0.38 
Marion 568 25.3 46.5 8.8 2.8 3 1. 8 4 , 170 3 12 . 6 0.50 8.3 0.33 
Marshall 574 35.4 55 7 14. 2 3.1 21 8 5,210 3 10 . 4 0.29 8 0 0. 31 
tv1i 11 s 446 10. 4 33.2 4.4 l. 9 43 . 2 4 , llO 3 6.8 0.65 5.6 0.54 
lvlitchell 467 13. 9 24.6 5. l 2. 3 45.1 4, 190 3 11. 0 0 . 79 7. 9 0.57 



Characteristics of County Data Relating to 
Boards of Supervisors 

Population Employment , 19 50 Median All Costs Costs of Com-
Family Number of Board mittee Work 

County Total, P ercent Total AP"ricultural Income of 

Area 1956 Urban, Number Percent Super- Total P er Total P er 

Est. 1950 of of 1949 • Capita Capita visors 
P ersons Total (annual) 

Sq. Mi. Thous . P ercent Thous . Thous . P e r cent Dollars Number $1 , 000 Dollars $1,000 Dollars 

' Monona 697 15. 3 2 1. 5 5.6 2. 7 48 . 2 4,320 3 11. 5 0 . 75 7 . 6 0 . 50 

Monroe 435 10. 5 41. 0 4.2 1. 8 42 . 9 3,840 3 10. 5 1. 00 8 . 0 0. 76 

Montgomery 422 15 . 8 41. 6 5. 8 2.0 34.5 4,300 3 4.5 0 . 28 2 . 7 0 . 17 

Muscatine 439 33.2 59. 2 12 .. 3 2 . 4 19 . 5 4 , 540 5 8.4 0 . 25 4.8 0. 14 

O'Brien 575 18. 9 21. 1 6 . 7 2.8 41. 8 4 , 930 5 13. 0 0.69 9.4 0.50 

Osceola 398 9 . 9 25 . l 3.8 2.0 52.6 5,530 5 4.9 0.49 2.6 0 . 26 ~ 
Page 535 21. 2 50 . 3 9.0 3 . 0 33 . 3 4,370 3 9 . 9 0.47 6 . 6 0. 3 1 
P alo Alto • 561 15. 8 23.7 5 . 7 2.8 49. 1 4,500 5 16 . 6 1. 05 11. 2 0. 7 1 

Plymouth 863 23.3 25.l 9 . 0 4.6 5 1. 1 4,990 5 15. 1 0 . 65 10. 4 0.45 

P ocahoutas 580 15 . 1 -- - 5. 7 2 . 7 4 7 .4 5,340 5 8.2 0.54 3.8 0 . 25 
Polk 594 257.4 88.5 94.9 3. 5 3. 7 5,780 5 28.8 0. 11 - - - - - -
Pottawattamie 964 73 . 4 67. 7 26 . 7 4.9 18. 4 4,900 5 21. 2 0.29 - - - - - -
Poweshiek 589 20 . 0 35.3 7. 0 2 . 8 40.0 4 , 860 3 10 . 8 0 . 54 7.8 0 . 39 
Ringgold 538 8.8 -- - 3. 6 2. 1 58 . 3 3,660 3 6.2 0. 70 5 . 0 0.57 
Sac 578 17. 6 18 . 1 6.5 2.9 44 . 6 4,910 3 10 . 6 0.60 6 . 5 0 . 37 
Scott 453 117. 2 81. 3 40. 4 2 . 9 7.2 5, 810 5 19. 4 0. 17 - - - - - -
Shelby 587 15. 5 24.6 5.5 3. 0 54 . 5 4 , 270 3 11. 8 0.76 8 . 4 0.54 
Sioux 766 26.0 10. 0 9.0 4 . 4 48.9 4,700 5 20 . 2 o. 78 12.5 0 . 48 

\ 

Story 568 41. 1 60.2 16. 7 3 . 3 19. 8 5,820 3 12 . 0 0 . 29 -- - - - -
Tama 720 21. 0 13. 5 8 . 4 4. 1 48.8 4,520 3 12 . 8 0.61 8 . 0 0.38 
Taylor 528 11. 5 --- 4.5 2. 4 53.3 3,820 3 10 . 6 0.92 6.9 0.60 
Union 426 15. 3 53.1 5 . 7 1. 8 31. 6 3, 910 5 9.2 0. 6 0 6 . 0 0 . 39 
Van Buren 487 10 . 2 - - - 4 . 6 2. l 45 . 7 3,340 3 8 . 8 0.86 6.6 0.65 



Characteristics of County Data Relating to 
Boards of Supervisors 

Population Employment, 1950 Median All Costs Costs of Com-

Family Number of Board mittiee Work 

County Total, Percent Total AQ' ricultural Income of 

Area 1956 Urban, Number P ercent Super- Total Per Total Per 

Est. 1950 of of 1949 visors Capita Capita 

P ersons Total (annual) 

Sq. Mi . Thous. Percent Thous. Thous. Percent Dollars Number $1, 000 Dollars $1, 000 Dollars 

Wapello 437 50. 5 71. 0 17. 6 2. 0 11. 4 4,640 3 11. 1 0.22 -- - - - -
Warren 572 18. 0 29.0 6.4 2.8 43.8 4,150 3 9.3 0.52 6.8 0.38 

Washington 568 19 . 4 30.2 7 . 4 3.2 43 . 2 4,530 3 9. 9 0. 5 1 8.0 o. 41 

Wayne 532 10. 8 -- - 4.5 2.3 51. 1 3 , 160 3 10. 6 0.98 7. 8 0.72 

Webster • 718 47 . 2 56.8 17 . 4 3.5 20 . 1 5, 010 5 20.5 0.43 - - - -- -
Winnebago 402 13.2 20.6 4.8 2.2 45.8 4,850 3 10 .. 1 0.77 7.2 0.55 o--

Winneshiek 688 21. 3 28.0 8.1 4.0 49.4 4,410 5 19. 4 0. 91 13. 3 0.62 
00 

Woodbury 871 105. 3 80.8 42.1 4.2 10. 0 5,410 5 23.0 0 . 22 --- -- -
Worth 401 10. 9 --- 3.9 2. 1 53.8 4,700 3 12. 8 1. 1 7 9.0 0 . 83 
Wright 577 19. 5 37.3 6.8 2.8 40.6 4,890 5 15. 8 0. 81 10 . 7 0.55 

' 
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Appendix B 

METHODOLOGY IN THE STUDY OF COUNTY GOVERNMENT COSTS
1 

Introduction 

A county government structure may be considered as an en
t ity that provides certain services for its citizens. These services 
may be regarded as outputs in terms of traditional economic analysis . 
In order to produce these outputs various inputs are required. Thus , 
i t appears that a county government may be viewed as an economic 
unit , i . e., like a business firm. An approach to the study of the 
county government costs may be cast in the framework of the s t udy of 
firms of various sizes engaged in the production of similar product s . 

Costs of production then become of interest. We may study 
t o t al costs or p e r unit costs. What is the unit may be asked? T he 
unit of interest is clearly the individual citizen of the count y who re
ceiv es the services. From this aspect we see that at least one mea
sure of size or volume is the population of a Cvunty. 

Many other variables may be identified that are related to the 
costs or the volume of services rendered. Hence, there appear to be 
two approaches to the study of county government costs in Iowa. 
F irst, from the theory of the firm, an analytical approach may be 
taken, or secondly, a purely empirical approach could be taken to 
discover the relevant relations A reasonable combination of t he two 

is often found useful . 

Preliminary Procedures 

Sources of Data 

It would be desirable to secure most of the original data from 
within the counties. For preliminary studies, this method would be 
too costly and time consuming. Further, the available sources will 
vary from state to state . In Iowa the sources may be broadly dis
tinguished as federal and state. The former will be uniform from 
state to state. As already indicated the state sources will vary but 
similar materials can usually be located . 

The specific sources used for this study were as follows: 

1. Prepared by E. H. Jebe to supplement the study by D. E. Boles 

and H . C. Cook 
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Federal sources--

a. U. S. Census of Population, 19 50, Iowa 
Number of Inhabitants, P-Al5, 
General Characteristics, P-Bl5 

b. Vital Statistics, Iowa, 19 56, State Department of 
Health 

c. Federal Reserve Board, Market Estimate Facsimile, 
1958 

State sources- -

a. Biennial Report of County Finances, 1954 and 1955, 
Auditor of State 

b. 43rd Report - Iowa State Highway Commission, 1956 

Graphical Methods 

The old Chinese proverb, "A picture is worth a thousand words," 
is again applicable in this field of invest~ation. Sound graphical 
techniques must be employed, however. 

Large sheets of graph paper, approximately 18" x 22" with a 
10 x 10 scale per inch were found most helpful. Such large sheets make 
possible suitable choice of scales and clear display of individual plot 
ted points. The study of well prepared graphs does several things: 
l) possible relationships are revealed, 2) intimate and detailed acquaint
ance with the data is obtained, and 3) individual deviations from a gener
al pattern are observed which would not be noted in routine calculations 
made by clerks. 

Computations 

Preparation for computation is best made by tabulation of the 
relevant data from the original sources on to large tabulation sheets 
having at least twenty columns and. fifty rows per sheet. In fact, .this 
step should precede the preparation of any graphs since orderly arrange
ment of the data will facilitate the graphical process. When the data 

2. Standard references may be consulted. The authors recommend, 
Spurr, Kellogg, and Smith, "Business and Economic Statistics", 
Richard D. Irwin, Homewood, Ill. and John, Myers, "Statistical 
Presentation! ', Littlefield, Adams & Co., Ames, Iowa (1950). 
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are suitably tabulated, totals averages, percentages and ranges of 
variation are easily obtained. 

The next step, while it may be considered rather an empirical 
device, is to obtain corrected sums of squares and corrected sums of 
cross-products of the variables tabulated . When these calculations 
are available the correlations of dependent variables, the costs, with 
various independent variables may be computed . It is true that the 
product-moment correlation measures only linear association of two 
variables yet it is in most circumsta.nces a useful device for sum
marizing in a single statistic the i1uormation concerning the relation 
between two variables . The inter-correlati.or1s among the independent 
variables are also needed to discover which pairs of variables give 
essentially the same information Finally, in th.e ?reliminary phase, 
the slopes of some simple line ar regressions may be calculated. 3 

If punch card equipmen1 and programmed-electronic-computer 
facilities are available it would b e wise to plan the preliminary com
putations around the use of Sl.1ch e quipment . The calculations of many 
sums of squares and products by desl, calculator is a tedious process 
and requires careful checking. 

Cost Functions 

Befo r e proceeding to illustrations of specific results for the 
Iowa counties it will be well to consider the problem a bit further in 
general terms . Cost functions are studied in classical analysis in 
economics in terms of total cost, average cost and marginal cost . 4 

3. Standard references for the statistical computations described a
bove are: 

David Huntsberger , 11 Princi:ples of Statistics", Allyn & 
Bacon, Bostor1 (195 9) 

W . J Dixon and F. J Massey, "Introduction to Statistical 
Analysis" McGraw-Hill (1951) 

B . Ostle, "Statistics in Research" , ISC Press (1954) 

G W. Snedecor "Statistical Methods" 5th edition, ISC 
Press (1956) 

M Ezekiel , 11 Methods of Correlation Analysis", 2nd 
edition J . Wiley & Sons , N . Y . (1941) . 

4. See: R . G . D . Allen , 11 Mathematical Analysis for Economists", 
2nd edition. MacMillar1, N Y. 

Kenneth Boulding, 1 Economic Analysis; ' (N. Y 1948) 
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Our immediate interest here is in total cost and average cost in per 
capita terms rather than in the usual economic context. Marginal or 
increments of cost will be of interest if we conside r changes in the 
present system or structure of I owa county government. 

It is interesting and sometimes surprising that total cost is 
found to be approximately linear in relation to some "measure of size" 
variable over a wide range of conditions. This linearity phenomenon 
was found to be a reasonably adequate description for some of the 
Iowa county government costs. In making this observation it must be 
emphasized that the variation in county costs was found to be large 
and individual counties deviated far from any line that might be drawn 
through any set of plotted points. 

Algebraically, we note that this linearity hypothesis may be 
expressed as: 

Total Cost = A + B S + e 

That is, the total cost in any county for a government function or of
fice is equal to a constant A plus a constant B times a measure of 
size S for the county plus a deviation, e, positive or negative, which 
is associated with other unknown conditions in the particular county. 
The constant B we see represents a rate of change or increase in 
Total Cost with increase in size of the county. In the standard statisti
cal approach the deviations -- the e's -- are considered to be chance 
quantities because of the sampling of, for example, n firms out of a 
total of N firms available for study . In this study, clearly, the inter·
pretation must be somewhat different but there surely are some chance 
elements entering into any deviations of a particular county from the 
state pattern. 

So far the measure of size has not been specified. 'Iwo natural 
candidates that appear are the population of the county and the area of 
the county. Others may be suggested but these are usually found to be 
closely correlated with area or population. 5 In considering these two 
measures we see a departure from the economic view of the firm, 
i. e. , total cost in relation to units of output. 

5. Other variables closely tied to population that were studied includ
ed: total persons employed, total agricultural employment, med
ian family income, percent urban population, percent agricultural 
employment, actual urban population, rural non-farm population 
and rural farm population. Other factors studied which were gen
erally independent of population and area, but which proved of 
little value in predicting costs were: median school years com
pleted, method of electing board of supervisors, i. e. , at-large 
or by district. 
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With the total cost function generally specified as a linear 
function we become interested in the per capita cost, at least from the 
taxpayer's point of view. Suppose we write: 

Total Cost = A + B Population + e 

Now, if we divide by the population to obtain the per capita cost (PCC) 
or average cost per person, we have: 

Per Capita Cost = Al Pop'n. + B + e / Pop'n. 

On the right hand side we see the population now enters as the reci
procal in relation to the average c ost. Geometrically, this may be 
shown by these two diagrams. 

TC PCC 

Pop'n Pop'n 

On the other hand, if we consider a non-linear transformation 
of the population to R (for reciprocal) = 1/ Population, we may return 

to a linear form fo r : 

Average Cost = B 'i< + A -J..( R + d 

In this form, d becomes the deviation, positive or negative, for any 
county and B >'.< and A~( are shown with the asterisks since the values 
will not be exactly the same by the transformation because of the vari

ation in the original deviations, the e's. 

Similar algebraic and geometrica l discussion could be present
ed for Area as the measure of size although this factor is less mean
ingful. Actually, the Total Cost is a function of Area, Population 
and other factors. Extensive discussion of such a function would be-
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come complicated and too technical for this report . 6 The o b ject i v e 
here has been merely to introduce the reader to the con cept of a cost 
function and some of its c onsequences. 7 

Comp onent s and / or Causes of Costs 

Another approach to the cost function problem is ex e mplified b y 
Figure A in the main report. E conomists find this approach us eful in 
considering time sequence phenome na; the diagrams are oft en c alled 
" arrow schemes " . The arrows are used to indicate t he dir ect ion and 
magnitude of influences on a final result. Such a scheme also seems 
r easonable for analyzing costs of county government (See explanation 
of F igure A). Such an approach is also helpful in thinking about the 
components of the total cost, or how much of the total co st i s n eed e d 
for a particular component (sub-group) of the population. B oth ap 
proaches - -the cost function concept and the arrow diagram- - have b e en 
helpful in pointing out dir e ctions our analyses should take . 

6. There is one aspec t that is of interest and it seems to h a ve a u s e 
ful interpretation. Suppose we write: 

Total Cost = B
0 

+ Bi P op'n. + Bz Area + d 

This function can be represented in three dimensions with P op 'n. 
and Area on the horizontal axes and Tot a l Cost on t he v ert ical axis . 
Now, when we divide through by population we obtain : 

>:c * * Average Cost = B
0

/ P op'n. + B 1 + Bz (Area/ P op'n) + d / P op 'n. 

In this new form, we see that Area/ P op ' n . is the r eciprocal of the 
popul ation density which seems to be a reasonable variabl e f or as
sociat ion with average cost . 

7 . A somewhat similar approach t o the c ost function may b e f ound in : 

Dachtler , McDonald, P hillips & Harrington, " Cos ts of Sto ring Re 
serve Stocks of Corn ' , USDA , A M S (P relim. R pt . 1955) and F . 
Wiegmann, "Self-Servic e or Salesman Service: Meat R et ailing ?", 
Iowa F arm Science, 8: p. 23, (August, 1953 ); 
Attention is also dir e cted to P hilip L yle and L. H . C . T ippett, 
"Regression Analysis of Production Costs and F act o r y Ope rations" , 
3rd edition, Oliver & Boyd, Edinburgh (1957) 

l 
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Computational Procedures 

No attempt will be made here to describe the computations re
quired to obtain estimates of the parameters in the cost functions that 
have been described thus far. Reference again may be made to the 
standard works listed in the footnote above. The chapters on multiple 
correlation and regression in these sources will indicate the nature and 
type of computations required in sufficient detail. Mere perusal, how
ever, will not make anyone competent to follow the directions given. 
The best and most efficient procedure is to form a team of research 
workers for a study of this kind. Such a team might comprise as a 
minimum an economist, a statistician and a local government specia
list . In any event, it should be emphasized that the consulting ser
vices of a competent statistician who is also familiar with punched 
card data analysis techniques will be found most useful, in fact, neces
sary for efficient processing of the analyses. 
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CHART A - IOWA COUNTIES : NO . OF MEMBERS ON THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS AND METHOD 
OF ELECTION COMPARED TO PER CAPITA COST 
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CHART B - IOWA COUNTIES: NUMBER OF COUNTIES WITH 3, 5 AND 7 MEMBERS 
ON THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS AND COUNTY POPULATIONS, 1956 ESTIMATES 
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CHART D - COMPARISON OF TOTAL COSTS FOR BOS. OF SUPV'RS, IOWA COUNTIES 
WITH ESTIMATED COSTS BASED ON POPULATION AND AREA 
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CHART F-IOWA COUNTIES : COST PER CASE IN THE DISTRICT COURT FOR 1954-55 
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CHART G - IOWA COUNTIES : COST PER CASE IN THE DISTRICT COURT FOR 1954-55 
COMPARED WITH PERCENT OF POPULATION EMPLOYED IN AGRICULTURE 
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CHART H - IOWA COUNTIES : FARM POPULATION 
t3r (1950) COMPARED TO AREA OF 
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