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Introduction

Most Americans experience government not in marble halls or national headlines, but
on their block: the bus that arrives—or doesn’t; the school board meeting that sets
curriculum; the zoning vote that shapes a corner store; the county health clinic that
keeps a neighbor alive. Local government is where public decisions meet private lives
with the least distance between them. Yet the intense drama of national politics often
obscures the steady, decisive work happening in city halls, county offices, and school
district headquarters. This book argues that if you want to change how power touches
everyday life, start where you live.

Local Power makes a simple claim with far-reaching consequences: the most
consequential political decisions for daily life are made close to home. Who collects
your trash, sets police oversight, approves a housing project, negotiates teacher
contracts, times a traffic signal, issues a bond, or funds a mental health program? In
most communities, it is a mayor and council, a county board, or an elected school
board—institutions that are often less polarized than national bodies but no less
political. Because local leaders command budgets, contracts, and administrative
levers, small shifts in priorities can produce tangible results within months, not
decades.

This is not only a diagnosis but a handbook. The pages ahead translate the machinery
of municipal, county, and school governance into plain language and usable strategy.
You will find campaign playbooks for winning local office; governing playbooks for
turning promises into policy; and civic partnership playbooks for coalitions that endure
beyond a single election. Whether you are a first-time candidate, a seasoned
organizer, a public servant ready for the next step, or a resident looking to move from
comment period to impact, the goal is practical competence rooted in democratic
values.

Local politics is intensely contextual. Powers vary by charter and statute; home rule in
one state can be preemption in another. A reform that thrives in a strong-mayor city
may falter in a council-manager system; a county that funds social services can do
what a city cannot; a school board can set direction, but implementation lives with a
superintendent and union contracts. Throughout the book, you will see how structure
shapes strategy: who can do what, on what timeline, with which votes and veto points.
Understanding these rules is not a detour from justice or growth; it is the road to it.

Winning an election is necessary but not sufficient. Local change demands the craft of

governance: building a first-100-days plan; aligning budgets with priorities;
negotiating labor agreements; reforming procurement so dollars reach community
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goals; designing public engagement that earns trust; and measuring outcomes so you
know what is working. It also demands alliances beyond city limits—regional
authorities, special districts, state agencies, and federal grants all braid into local
outcomes. Power maps replace slogans; calendars become strategies; dashboards
become compasses.

Finally, this book treats citizens not as spectators but as co-governors. Durable
progress happens when campaigns, administrations, unions, nonprofits, faith
communities, businesses, and neighborhood groups share work and share credit. The
partnerships described here are not naive; they acknowledge conflict and bargaining
while insisting on transparency and accountability. Local power is not about shrinking
our ambitions; it is about right-sizing our tactics to the arenas where we can win,
protect, and scale the changes that shape everyday American politics.
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Chapter One: The Local State: How Cities, Counties,
and School Districts Work

To understand local power, one must first grasp the foundational structures through
which it operates. Unlike the federal government, with its relatively consistent three-
branch model, local governance in the United States is a wonderfully, sometimes
bewilderingly, diverse landscape. States largely dictate the forms and powers of their
local subdivisions, leading to a patchwork of systems across the nation. However,
three primary entities consistently emerge as the workhorses of everyday American
politics: cities, counties, and school districts. These are the "local state" where the
rubber of policy meets the road of daily life.

The relationship between these entities can be complex, often overlapping, and
occasionally even competitive. A city might lie entirely within a single county, or it
might span multiple counties. Residents of an incorporated city are also residents of
the county in which their city resides, meaning they receive services and pay taxes to
both. Unincorporated areas, however, typically receive services solely from the county
government. Adding another layer, school districts often operate as independent
governmental units, sometimes with boundaries that don't perfectly align with either
city or county lines.

Municipal Governments: Cities, Towns, and Villages

When most people think of local government, they often picture a city. These
incorporated municipalities, which can also be called towns, boroughs, or villages
depending on state law, are typically organized around a population center. They are
responsible for a wide array of services that directly impact residents' lives. Think
police and fire departments, parks and recreation, public transportation, housing
services, and the crucial realm of public works—everything from streets and sewers to
snow removal and traffic signals.

The structure of municipal governments varies, but two common forms prevail: mayor-
council and council-manager. In a mayor-council system, the mayor is directly elected
and often serves as a full-time executive with significant administrative and budgetary
authority. The council, also elected, holds legislative powers. This can be further
broken down into "strong mayor" and "weak mayor" plans, depending on the extent of
the mayor's appointment and budgetary powers.

Conversely, in a council-manager system, the city council is elected and then appoints
a professional city manager to handle the day-to-day administrative duties. In this
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model, the mayor, often chosen from among the council members, tends to have a
more ceremonial role. The council-manager form is the most common in the U.S,,
particularly in many mid-sized cities. A third, less common form is the commission
system, where elected commissioners are each responsible for a specific department
like public works or finance. Regardless of the structure, municipal governments
derive their powers from the state, either through general laws or through a specific
city charter, the latter often granting more local autonomy or "home rule."

County Governments: The State's Administrative Arms

Counties are the oldest form of local government in America, dating back to colonial
times. There are over 3,000 counties in the United States, although in Louisiana they
are called parishes and in Alaska, boroughs. Counties serve a broader geographic area
than municipalities and act as administrative extensions of the state government. This
means they often carry out state-mandated duties.

The responsibilities of county governments are diverse and can vary significantly by
state. Common functions include enforcing state laws, collecting property taxes,
conducting property assessments, and maintaining regional parks, libraries, and
hospitals. Counties also play a critical role in law enforcement, typically overseeing
sheriff's departments and operating jails and courts. Beyond these, they may regulate
utilities, manage land use and zoning for unincorporated areas, and administer state
benefits.

Similar to municipalities, county governments can operate under various systems,
including the commission system, council-administrator system, and council-elected
executive system. In the commission system, an elected board of commissioners
performs both legislative and executive functions, such as adopting budgets and
passing resolutions. The council-administrator model involves an elected council
appointing an administrator to manage operations, much like a city manager. In the
council-elected executive system, voters elect a county executive who works with an
elected county council to govern. The extent of a county's authority is often
determined by whether it operates under "Dillon's Rule," which grants only explicitly
stated powers, or "Home Rule," which provides more flexibility in local affairs.

School Districts: Educating the Next Generation

Separate from general-purpose city and county governments, school districts are
special-purpose governmental entities primarily responsible for the management of
public K-12 education within a defined geographic area. While their practice varies by
state, most school districts operate as independent local governmental units,
empowered by state law. This independence means that in most communities, mayors
and city councils typically have no direct responsibility or power over the day-to-day
operations of public schools.
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A school district usually operates several elementary, middle, and high schools, with
larger urban and suburban districts managing hundreds. The executive and legislative
power over local policies and operations within a school district are typically held by
an elected board of education, often referred to as a school board. These boards are
responsible for setting goals, conducting strategic planning, adopting the district
budget, and creating policy. They also hire and oversee the superintendent, who
serves as the district's chief executive and manages daily operations.

School districts have the authority to levy taxes, manage budgets, and make decisions
concerning educational policies, though the extent of this control is set by state law.
Funding for schools is often heavily influenced by property taxes, which can lead to
disparities between districts. While most school districts are independent, in some
states, school systems may operate as an arm of county government or share
coextensive boundaries with counties. Even in states where they are largely
independent, school districts often coordinate with city public services on matters like
crossing guards and bus routes.
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