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Insights from Elected Officials and Local Government 
Managers on Regional Collaboration ¡ D issertatio n /Research  S tu d y

¡ 20  years in  lo cal g o vern m en t
¡ L o cal G o vern m en t Research  In terest
¡ F it w ith  C ertificate  P ro g ram /V irg in ia  Tech

¡ Tw o  o r m o re lo cal g o vern m en ts w o rkin g  

to g eth er to  so lve a  p u b lic  p ro b lem

¡ M an y issu es are  n o t co n strain ed  w ith in  

ju risd ictio n al b o u n d aries

¡ W h y d o  elected  o fficia ls co n sid er reg io n al 

co llab o ratio n s?  
¡ W h y d o  lo cal g o vern m en t m an ag ers co n sid er 

reg io n al co llab o ratio n s?

¡ W h at are  th e b en efits?
¡ W h at are  th e b arriers?

¡ O th er in terestin g  th in g s to  learn …
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¡ Ro an o ke C o u n ty

¡ C ity  o f Ro an o ke 
¡ C ity  o f S alem
¡ A lleg h an y C o u n ty

¡ C ity  o f C o vin g to n
¡ F ran klin  C o u n ty

¡ B o teto u rt C o u n ty
¡ 2  E lected  O fficia ls fro m  each  lo cality  an d  each  

lo cal g o vern m en t m an ag er

¡ Jo in t p u rch ase o f 10 0  acre  site  fo r b u sin ess 

recru itm en t p u rp o ses

¡ In terlo cal ag reem en t fo r eco n o m ic 

d evelo p m en t p u rp o ses

¡ W ater A u th o rity

L o w  L e v e l o f  
R e g io n a l 

In v o lv e m e n t
• Limited 

involvement in 
regional 
authorities

• Focus on internal 
jurisdictional 
priorities

• Some 
involvement in 
regional 
authorities and 
projects as a 
result of internal 
jurisdictional needs

• Interlocal 
Cooperative 
Agreement

• 2 local 
governments

H ig h  L e v e l o f  
R e g io n a l 

In v o lv e m e n t
• Active in Regional 

Authority
• 3 local 

governments

In c r e a s in g  L e v e l o f  R e g io n a l In v o lv e m e n t

¡ O ver 50  h o u rs o f reco rd ed  in terview s w ith  th e 

e lected  o fficia ls an d  lo cal g o vern m en t 
m an ag ers fro m  th e resp ective  ju risd ictio n s.

¡ In terview  q u estio n s w ere o p en -en d ed  an d  

asked  ab o u t w h y th ey d id  o r d id  n o t en g ag e 
in  reg io n al p ro jects w ith  o th er ju risd ictio n s

¡ H ere’s w h at th ey said … .

¡ “The Hercules Fiber part, there's a Film and a Fiber 
section, they were on the same property, two separate 
buildings. The Fiber side caught on fire, and burned up. Everybody on the Fiber side lost their job, basically, or that 
many people lost their jobs with the company. Some of 
them, they were transferred. That just kicked somebody else out of a job. That was like 1200-1500 jobs. With the 
railroad leaving from Clifton, in the early '70s, that was big 
hit. It's just the Westrock, or Westvaco, or the paper mill, whatever you want to call it, has kept us alive for years. 
With the population loss, we can't do what we used to 
could. You lose half of your residents, you lose a lot of income, a lot of revenue” 
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¡ “Yo u  lost a  little  over 700 jobs from  

m a n u fa ctu rin g  p lu s th e sm a ller ou tfits th a t 
serv ice  th o se g ro u p s. T h a t co u ld  be w ell o ver 
1,000 a n d  a ll th is w a s d on e sin ce 2008 , 2007 .”

¡ “T h e V alley  h ad  a  p ro b lem  an d  th e p ro b lem  

w as th at city  w as ru n n in g  o u t o f w ater an d  w e 
h ad  a  p retty  sig n ifica n t d ro u g h t” 

¡ “T h e d ro u g h t o f 20 0 4 , 20 0 5, at least in  
m o d ern  h isto ry, really  h ig h lig h ted th e 

im p o rta n ce o f reg io n a l co o p era tio n ” 

¡ “S o m etim es th ere 's so m eth in g  g o o d  to  b e 

said  o f a  g o o d  d o w n  tu rn  o f th e eco n o m y. It's  
an  o ld  b u sin ess sayin g …  A  g o o d  fin a n cia l 
d o w n tu rn  m a kes p eo p le  g et a lo n g  a  little  

b etter, b ecau se yo u  h ave a  co m m o n  en em y, 
w h ich  is  su rvival. T h at p lays in to  it” 

¡ “I think also part of it, because of the recession 
and the new norm , I guess people are saying, in 
term s of local revenue stream s, it's m uch harder 
for one locality to say ... I m ean, the County 

could have said, "Well, you know, that's in our 
county, we'll buy all the land, we'll do all the 
infrastructure developm ent and all the 
investm ent that's necessary to m ake this ready 

for som ebody to com e in," but it's harder for 
one locality to do that these days” 

¡ “I'm  thinking it's probably, well, you know the 
econom y. All of that. Just kind of changed I 
think everything and the way you had to look at 
things. W hen you work together you have 
greater buying power and I still think, and being 
part of the regional com m ission like I am  too, 
that's given m e other ideas as to how we can 
work together as a region and som e things that 
we've discussed as a regional com m ission have 
been like collectively buying things for the 
localities, exploring the possibility of doing 
that down the road” 

¡ “…have had three or four consolidation 
referendum s. The idea is always less 
governm ent, joint services, one school system , 
and those were the drivers... The joint services is 

som ething that what can we do together that 
we're doing separate now... Once we didn't 
have a consolidated governm ent, one of the 
things we started working on, he and I both, 

when we got elected, was m ore joint services 
and m ore regional cooperation.” 
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¡ Reg u lato ry

§ Water Permit
▪ “…because we're pulling water out of the river and what 

with our permit, there's no scenario that the state 
would have forced us to provide water if City's out of 
water” 

§ Interlocal Agreement
▪ “we had to ask permission from Big Brother” 

¡ Incentive-based
§ Grant Funding from DHCD

▪ “W e a re d oin g  a  com preh en sive pla n  w ith  
th e city of, w h ich  w ill be  com p iled  a s 
sep a ra te la n d s, bu t o n e steerin g  co m m ittee 
d irectin g  both  ju risd iction s...T h a t g oes h a n d  
in  h a n d  w ith  ou r econ om ic d evelopm en t 
th a t w e h a ve a  jo in t pa rtn ersh ip w ith  a n d  

is com plete”

¡ S tatu to ry  A u th o rity

§ Virginia Water and Waste Authority Act
§ Virginia Regional Industrial Facilities Act

§ State Code Section 15.2-1301, Voluntary Economic 
Growth Sharing Agreements 

¡ R o a n o ke R eg io n a l P a rtn ersh ip

§ Economic development organization for all 7 
localities

§ “…one of the things we were told by the regional 
partnership is that we had a lack of inventory of 

100 acre sites for development, for business, so 
that was one of the reasons why we pursued the 
property over there” 

¡ R o a n o ke R eg io n a l P a rtn ersh ip

¡ “… o u r reg io n al p artn ersh ip , eco n o m ic 
d evelo p m en t p artn ersh ip , h ad  d o n e a  very  
g o o d  jo b , I th in k, o f d o cu m en tin g  th e n eed  

fo r larg e p arcels” 

¡ N o n -p ro fit Fo u n d a tio n

§ “…wants to do things in the community above 
and beyond the normal function of government or 
to assist government in things where we can 
make it better…they helped us build a joint 
YMCA, a joint animal shelter, new air packs for 

volunteer fire and rescue…if it’s not for everybody, 
they’re not going to pick…we can kinda
regionalize some of these projects.  I think they’ll 

step up and help us.” 
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¡ E lected  o fficia ls  stated  th at a  d isaster 

o ccu rren ce, fiscal stress, citizen  p ressu re, 
state  in flu en ce o r o u tsid e ag en cy in flu en ce 
w ere key facto rs in  th eir d ecisio n  to  w o rk  

w ith  o th er lo cal g o vern m en ts.

S h a re d  E xp e n se s “W e  w ill sh a re  in  th e  co sts”
“m ig h t b e  a  little  b it e a sie r th a n  try in g  to  h a ve  o n e  

ju risd ictio n  sw a llo w  th e  w h o le  th in g ”… … … … … … … … 10

S h a re d  Reve n u e “W e  w ill sh a re  in  th e  reve n u e ”
“A  sy ste m  o f reve n u e  sh a rin g  a n d  it w a s fa ir a n d  it w a s a g re e d  

o n  b y b o th  b o a rd s”… … … … … … … … … … … … 10

S a ve  M o n ey/C o st 
A vo id a n ce /E co n o m ie s o f S ca le

“W e ’ve  sa ve d  q u ite  a  b it o f m o n ey”… … … … … … … … … 9

S h a re d  Re so u rce s “W e ’ve  g o t a ll th e  la n d ”
“N o t h a vin g  a  w h o le  lo t o f d eve lo p a b le  la n d , yo u  kn o w  it re a lly  

d o e s lim it yo u  a n d  … a  w a y to  re a p  so m e  o f th e  b e n e fits”
“W e ’ve  g o t th e  la n d  in  th e  co u n ty”… … … … … … … … … ..4

S h a re d  Re tu rn  o n  In ve stm e n t “W e  w ill b e n e fit fro m  th e  ta x reve n u e  th a t co m e s b a ck to  u s, so  
th is is  n o t a n  e xp e n se  o f ta xp a ye r ’s m o n ey, th is is  a n  

in ve stm e n t th a t p ro m ise s a  re tu rn ”… … … … … … … … … … 4

E fficie n cy a n d  E ffe ctive n e ss “… it’s  e xa ctly  w h a t g o ve rn m e n ts sh o u ld  b e  d o in g  to  b e  m o re  
e fficie n t fo r its citize n s”

“w e  h a ve  to  b e  m o re  e fficie n t”
“m o re  e fficie n tly  a n d  e ffe ctive ly  th a n  th ey ca n  so lve  it b y 
th e m se lve s”… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … ..5

R isks o f p a rtn e rs p u llin g  o u t o f 
p ro je ct

“ th ey w e re  su p p o se d  to  b e  sh a rin g  th is a n d  th ey  b a cke d  o u t 
a t th e  la st m in u te ”… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … .2

U n e q u a l re la tio n sh ip “W e ’re  w illin g  to  m e e t th e m  b u t w e  e x p e ct a  re la tio n sh ip  
w ith  b o th  sid e s b e in g  e q u a l.  O r yo u  kn o w , e xp e ct it to  b e  

so m e w h a t e q u a l.”… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … ..1

L a ck o f C o m m u n ica tio n  A m o n g  
P a rtn e rs

“T h a t’s p a rt o f th e  p ro ce ss a n yw h e re .  Yo u ’ve  g o t (to) 
co m m u n ica te .”… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … 6

N o  Ju risd ictio n a l B e n e fit “Is it in  th e  b e st in te re st o f th e  
C ity ?”....................................10

C o m p e titio n  a m o n g  ju risd ictio n s “A  lo t o f th e  co m p e titio n  b e tw e e n  lo ca litie s h a s g o n e  a w a y… ”
“ th ey w e re  re a lly  co m p e tin g  a g a in st e a ch  o th e r … … … … … 9

¡ S h ared  V alu es an d  N o rm s 

¡ M an ag er as th e In itiato r o f th ese p ro jects
¡ Ju risd ictio n al/S elf-In terest
¡ Relatio n sh ip s w ith  o th er E lected  O fficia ls

¡ “ it’s  th e rig h t th in g  to  d o”

¡ “risin g  tid es ra ise  a ll sh ip s”

¡ “It's  rea lizin g  th a t if w e d o n 't d o  

p a rtn ersh ip  a n d  d o n 't co n so lid a te in  o u r 
effo rts , w e d o n 't h ave to  co n so lid ate  th e 
sch o o ls o r w h atever, b u t o u r effo rts to  m ake 

th is a  g reat area, it w o n 't su rvive…  T h e 
ju risd ictio n s, yo u  h ave a  stru ctu re  h ere. I'm  

n o t co m p lain in g  ab o u t th em , b u t it w as o ld  
sch o o l. B u sin ess h as ch an g ed . Yo u  h a ve to  
h a ve p a rtn ersh ip s” 
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¡ “H e (th e n ew  m an ag er) u n d erstan d s, 

im m ed iately, h o w  im p o rtan t it is  to  reach  o u t 
an d  to  fin d  p artn ers an d  to  see w h ere yo u  can  
reach  th e co m m o n ality  an d  th en  m o ve 

fo rw ard . Yes, th a t w a s a  b ig  p a rt o f o u r 
d ecisio n  to  h ire (th e n ew  m an ag er)” 

¡ “You know I wanted first and foremost whoever we 
hired to be a leader and to be able to come into this 
organization and be respected and just be someone 
who could lead. I think that was my number one thing. 
And then the thought had occurred to me can he work 
well with others because I think impressions are 
everything, and when you've got somebody that's 
leading your city and they are expected to work with 
other local leaders and managers, I think you wanna
have somebody that plays nice with others, I guess, 
for lack of a better way to term it. And that's 
respected by others…” 

¡ “T h e m ayo r an d  I, w e h a ve g o tten  to g eth er 

a  co u p le  o f tim es th is year fo r b reakfast, 
ta lk in g  ab o u t d ifferen t typ es o f th in g s an d  
yo u  talk  ab o u t so m eth in g  th at d o esn 't w o rk  

o r m ig h t n o t w o rk  an d  w e're  g o n n a lo o k at it 
an yw ays” 

¡ “You do it by going to the functions that are 
sponsored by the regional partnership, the 
regional cham ber, the regional com m ission. If 
you see them  in a restaurant, you go over to 
their table and you talk to them , you go to 
dinner with them . It is m ore than m eeting every 
other M onday in city council cham bers and 
talking about regionalism . It's developing a 
personal relationship. W hen I'm  in Salem , I go 
by the jewelry store just to pop in and say hello. 
We're friends”

¡ “… w e're  n o t frien d s w h ere w e so cialize  b u t 

w e h ad  b reakfast to g eth er yesterd ay 
m o rn in g . Ju st to  talk  ab o u t issu es th at are  in  
co m m o n  ... th at are  co m m o n  to  a ll o f th e 

vario u s ju risd ictio n s. I d o n 't kn o w  everyb o d y. 
I n eed  to  m eet an d  b eco m e a  little  m o re 

fam iliar w ith  th e tw o  n ew est m em b ers o f th e 
B o ard  o f S u p erviso rs. … I g o  b y  h is ice  crea m  
sto re” 

¡ “b ecau se w e all w an t to  w o rk  to g eth er, w e all 

w an t to  b e fa ir b u t w e're  n o t g o n n a ju st 
ad van tag eo u s. W e're  n o t g o n n a d o  
so m eth in g  d isa d va n ta g eo u s to  o u r citizen s 

ju st to  b e n ice ” 
¡ “T h en  yo u  m ake th e call th at yo u  th in k  is  in  

th e b est in terest o f th e m ajo rity  o f th e city…  
I'm  g o in g  to  d o  w h a t I th in k is  in  th e b est 
in terest o f th e city  o vera ll.” 
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¡ “b u t th en  as tim e w en t o n  an d  w e learn ed  

m o re an d  exam in ed  it m o re, it b eca m e clea r 
th a t th e C ity  w a s g o in g  to  b e b etter o ff 
jo in in g  th e a u th o rity ” 

¡ P reco n d itio n s

¡ B en efits an d  B arriers
¡ In terestin g  F in d in g s
§ Manager as the Initiator

§ Jurisdictional/Self-Interest

§ Elected Officials Relationships
§ Norms…just what we do

¡ “T h e fig h tin g  th at w en t o n  b etw een  th e 

ju risd ictio n s o ver access an d  availab ility  to  
w ater, th e co n seq u en ce o f n o t h avin g  
su fficien t w ater o n  eco n o m ic d evelo p m en t. 

O n e ju risd ictio n  try in g  to  co n strain  an o th er's  
g ro w th  b y co n tro llin g  access to  w ater…  T h en  

u ltim a tely  a  crisis  o ccu rs w h ere it's  so  b a d  
fo r every b o d y  th a t th ey  ju st h a d  to  w o rk 
to g eth er.” 

¡ “F o r m e, w h y d o  w e d o  th e co llab o ratio n  is  

really  b ecau se a lm o st every th in g  w e d o , 
e ith er req u ires reso u rces th a t a re  b ey o n d  
th e ca p a b ility  o f a n y  in d ivid u a l en tity , 

an d /o r th e im p act o r th e b en efit is  b eyo n d  
ju st th e b o u n d aries o f an y o n e o f th o se 

p arties” 

¡ “and particularly the recession, and maybe it's not a 
coincidence that things began to change just as the 
recession was coming in. Because I'm telling you that 
about 10 years ago is when I began to notice the 
change. That was a change in leadership on the management side, but it was also a change in 
financial situations for everybody, as well, too. Where 
(the locality), in the past, could absolutely afford to 
be completely independent, 10 years ago that began 
to change. Our ability to pay for whatever we want, not worry about bills. (The Locality) was financial, 
very, very secure prior to real estate values essentially 
stopping and growing” 



6/21/18

8

¡ “b ecau se if th ey’re  n o t o n  b o ard  w ith  

so m eth in g  an d  ap p ro vin g  so m eth in g  o u t in  
th e en d , th ere’s n o  n eed  fo r u s to  w o rk o n  
it” 

¡ “Well I think you'll find in the strategic plan any 
num ber of exam ples where whether it's 
expressly stated or not, there's a very big 
em phasis on regional cooperation …The board 
sets the policy direction and policy direction, for 
a lot of our policy direction, revolves around the 
need to grow from  an econom ic perspective. I 
think it's appropriate and prudent for them  to 
not necessarily say exactly how that'd be done. If 
they were going to tell us exactly what to do 
they probably wouldn't need m e”

¡ “The other would be the political side of it, and 
typically here, what I would end up doing is just 
talking with the council m em bers and the 
m ayor, kind of one-on-one, just to gauge the 
sense of, "If we went down this path, here are 
things I see as benefits, and potential lim itations 
of it," and kind of feel them  out about where 
they are politically on it. I have the advantage 
that right now, I have council that is very open to 
those kind of partnerships, and don't bring any 
baggage to it” 

¡ “ So, we had three new m em bers of council, 
from  the tim e I was hired up until the Wood 
Haven decision. And that was a fairly significant 
change. (An elected official being on there, who 

was a big proponent of regionalism , and not 
being so insular, isolated, as the (locality). Much 
m ore open to working together regionally… 
but willing and wanting to work, seeing the 

advantage of working regionally. We had that 
change” 

¡ A u th o rity  A cts

§ “we work at regional level on many different 
fronts, resource authority, solid waste 
authority, regional industrial facilities 
authority” 

¡ In terlo cal A g reem en t P ro cess
§ “Initially I kind of said this a bureaucratic 

thing…but I was kind of glad to see 
Richmond…and it built some good will with 
them” 

¡ Ro an o ke Reg io n al P artn ersh ip
§ “I mean they're key here, because the way we 

positioned ourselves, and this was just how the 
groups just have worked it out, is in most 
instances, they're our lead provider, so they're the 
ones that bring prospects to the community… 
Again, to me, that's the strength of the 
partnership here and the Partnership is not just 
waiting for instructions from the partners,actually
leading the conversation in a lot of ways, which 
has been a good thing.” 
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¡ N o n -p ro fit F o u n d atio n

§ “The other partner that we have is a local 
foundation, The Foundation. It was created for 
the sale of a hospital. That's just across the 
interstate here now, but it was ... It was ... I think if 
the city and the county ... If they see us working 

together, and the city and the county are 
investing jointly in a project, we'll then be able to 
leverage some of their money” 

¡ D isaster O ccu rren ce, F iscal S tress, E arly  an d  

C o n tin u ed  S u p p o rt fro m  E lected  O fficia ls, 
S tate  an d  O u tsid e A g en cy In flu en ce

¡ S h arin g  o f reso u rces an d  rew ard
¡ S h ared  R isks

§ “We share whatever we agreed on in the 
agreement. Theoretically 50/50. And then when 
we land the project and something happens there, 
we share 50/50 on the revenue” 

§ “Of course, then the shared expenditures with 
the shared revenues makes it so that everybody's 
equally contributing and equally benefiting 
from…”

THE
ELECTED
OFFICIALS

“w ith o u t th e su p p o rt o f th e elected  o fficia ls 

o n  eith er th e city  o r co u n ty b o ard s, th ere is  
litera lly  n o  ch a n ce fo r a  su ccessfu l 

co o p era tio n  b etw een  th e lo ca l 

g o vern m en ts .” 

¡ Lackey, et. al (2002) 

¡ Ju risd ictio n al B en efit/S elf-In terest

¡ M an ag er In itiatio n  o f P ro jects
¡ M an ag er Relatio n sh ip s
¡ Ten u re
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¡ “It's m uch m ore what's right for m y jurisdiction 
kind of discussion” 

¡ “How will it help us, as a governm ent, 
accom plish our objectives, or our goals, that 

kind of thing, that's going to be one calculus that 
I'll do”

¡ “ First of all, we just don't do that out of the 
goodness of our hearts. If you're going to do 

som ething like this there has to be a presum ed 
return on investm ent to your citizens” 

¡ “W ell o n e o f th e th in g s w as th at w e en d ed  u p  

h avin g  o u r p lates fu ll w ith  th e p ro jects th at 
w e alread y h ad  g o in g . It w asn 't like  th at w e 
h ad  b een  sittin g  o ver h ere  an d  th at th ere  w as 

n o  activity…  it’s  n o t th a t w ere a n ti 
(reg io n a l) b u t w e’re  b ein g  b lessed  so  m u ch  

th a t w e’ve g o t to  ta ke ca re  o f o u r stu ff a t 
h o m e” 

¡ “it’s  n o t typ ical th o u g h  fo r e lected  o fficia ls to  

g et to g eth er an d  tell u s d o  so m eth in g .” “it’s  
rea lly  th e a d m in istra to rs th a t d o  th a t” 

¡ “so  it w a sn ’t th e  B o a rd , I to o k th e co n cep t 

b ack to  m y B o ard ” 
¡ “b u t th e tru th  is  in  every  co m m u n ity  it’s  th e 

C o u n ty  A d m in istra to r, th e C ity  M a n a g er 
th a t is  fa cilita tin g  th o se p ieces” 

¡ “We put the project together and the proposal 
and then we carry it to the board and say in 
furtherance of the econom ic developm ent 
agenda of our respective regions we think this 
m akes logical sense and there's a significant 
return on investm ent for us. Then we present 
them  the details of that and they m ake a 
decision as to whether or not it's som ething the 
jurisdictions will engage in together, right and 
whether will each individual jurisdiction support 
it.”

¡ “we just really worked well, we all knew each other, 
we respected each other, and all of a sudden we all 
trusted each other and could work well… a good 
group of managers in the area, who are all trying to 
work together “¡ “the manager and I drive back and forth…just driving 
back and forth to meetings… Two dudes riding down 
to go to a meeting had a conversation, so ... The City 
Manager and I just driving back and forth to 
meetings together” ¡ “we were riding the Amtrak together…and we were 
talking about transportation…and what can be done 
about that” 

¡ E very  e lected  o fficia l in terview ed  w as o n  th e 
g o vern in g  b o d y w h en  th e cu rren t m an ag er 
w as h ired  

¡ 6  o f th e 7  m an ag ers h ad  a  ten u re in  th e 
cu rren t lo cality  o f less th an  4  years

¡ M o st m an ag ers h ad  ten u re o f tw o  years o r 
less in  th e cu rren t lo cality
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¡ N ever u n d erestim ate th e in flu en ce o f e lected  

o fficia ls in  reg io n al co llab o ratio n
¡ Reco g n ize th at th e m an ag er in itiates th ese 

p ro jects as a  resu lt o f d irectio n  fro m  th e 

g o vern in g  b o d y
¡ T h ere is  a lw ays a  ju risd ictio n al b en efit

¡ H o w  d o  elected  o fficia ls reco g n ize th e n o rm s 

o f co o p eratio n ? H o w  are  th ey d ifferen t fro m  
yo u r p ro fessio n al n o rm s?

¡ In terlo cal A g reem en t p ro cess – stu d y o f th e 

p ro cess, p o ten tial statu to ry  ch an g es, u se  o f 
th ese ag reem en ts b etw een  to w n s, cities an d  
co u n ties.  E sp ecially  in  S o u th w est V irg in ia.

¡ T h an k yo u !

¡ T h an k yo u  to  th e M an ag ers an d  E lected  
O fficia ls o f th e resp ective  cities an d  co u n ties 

in  th e stu d y


