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Regional cooperation has been a long-standing conversa-
tion in Dane County, as in many parts of Wisconsin and 
the U.S.  And yet, despite the “logic” for regionalism – local 
boundaries are artificial lines on a map, local governments 
might have made sense 150+ years ago but, the world has 
changed, and many issues are regional in nature (water-
sheds for example) –few good and functional examples 
exist.  Why?

One answer goes to the American tradition of local control 
and town meetings that date back to our country’s found-
ing.  As a people we are skeptical of centralized govern-
ment, and for many, regionalism represents a loss of local 
control and a growth of centralized authority.  While this is 
a valid explanation, there is also more to it than this.  

Over thirty years ago (in 1976) Harvey Molotch, a political 
sociologist, published a ground-breaking article titled “The 

City as a Growth Machine.”  In this article, Molotch offers 
another set of reasons why “cities” (his shorthand for local 
governing units – cities, towns, villages, etc.) find it so hard 
to cooperate with one another.

According to Molotch, two equally old aspects of the Ameri-
can governance structure (and where we differ from most 
other countries) discourage cooperation: (1) local govern-
ments decide the mix of local services that will be provided, 
and (2) local services are paid for through the local prop-
erty tax.  Decentralizing local services traditionally results 
in variety across communities in services such as schools, 
libraries, police and fire protection, etc.  Every year, these 

services get more expensive.  Why?  Because the principal 
component of local services is people – teachers, librarians, 
road truck drivers.  And like most of us, (in normal eco-
nomic times) local employees expect a pay raise if they do 
a good job.  

But given local budgets come from local property taxes, 
local officials face a choice when they need more money: 
either they can raise taxes on property owners, or they can 
bring in more (high end) growth to raise property values. 
(This presentation greatly simplifies many things – such as 
the effect of intergovernmental aids and whether growth ac-
tually pays for itself, and it assumes that local government 
will not decide to cut local services, but rather keep them 
steady or expand them.)

Thus a governance system with a high degree of local con-
trol means that communities are compelled to grow and to 
compete with one another for growth.  And assuming only a 
certain level of growth in a region, one community’s gain is 
another community’s loss.  Given the starting point –  
local communities, local governance, local service deci-
sions, local property taxation – regionalism appears not to 
make much local fiscal sense.

Is there a way to break the (il)logic of the existing system?  
Yes, though not without substantial legislative reform.  The 
Twin Cities region in Minnesota is a national example of tax-
base sharing.  When non-residential growth occurs locally, 
its benefits (tax dollars) are shared (based on a formula) re-
gionally.  This recognizes that local growth has regional im-
pacts – on roads, on housing, on schools.  Has this stopped 
local competition within the region?  Not completely, but 
more so than in many other regions of the U.S.

Given the proud American tradition of local control, region-
alism is always difficult.  Link this tradition to the “cold 
logic” of needing ever increasing local funds to pay for local 
services, and regionalism in Dane County is fighting an 
uphill battle that has little to do with local elected officials 
intentions or political affiliation, and more to do with how 
we (as a society) pay for local services.
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Dane County is subject to various natural hazards 
including winter storms, tornadoes, and flooding.  
The problems resulting from these events range 
from nuisance occurrences to major damages 
impacting public facilities and private property 
owners.  In the past 25 years, Dane County 
experienced major disaster declarations on eleven 
separate occurrences.  The resulting losses from 
these events amount to 10s of millions of dollars. 

The high costs of disaster response and recovery 
have prompted federal, state, and local govern-
ments to address natural hazards before they 
occur. Obviously, torrential rains and tornadoes 
cannot be prevented; however, planning for natu-
ral hazards and implementing mitigation measures 
can reduce the negative impact when such events 
occur. Hazard mitigation can reduce property 
damage and personal losses, reduce or eliminate 
the need for an emergency response, and greatly 
reduce the recovery period.

Over the past year, Dane County and 39 local 
units of government have been developing a multi-
jurisdictional hazard mitigation plan.  The plan is 
intended as a plan of action, identifying initiatives 
and projects that will eliminate or reduce future 
damages caused by natural hazards– before the 
next disaster occurs.

The planning process is nearly complete.  Draft 
plans have been prepared and are posted for 
review and comment on Dane County Emergency 

Management’s website at: http://www.countyof-
dane.com/emergency/mitigation_plan.aspx

The County invited all 61 local units of govern-
ment to participate in the planning process. The 
decision whether or not to participate in this 
process was a local decision, based on local com-
munity needs.  Contact Dave Janda (266-5950) 
at Dane County Emergency Management if you 

would like more information about the plan or if 
your community is interested in future opportuni-
ties to participate in the planning process.
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