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City-county consolidation is advanced as a good govemment reform to promote efficiency,
equity, and accountability and, more recently, to reduce growing disparities between central cit-
ies and suburbs. Whether these objectives are realized is more doubtful than the fact that local
reorganization embodies areal change in power relations. Altering boundaries changes the kinds
of issues that are relevant to decision makers as well as the relative power of different popula-
tions. The authors analyze the recent city-county consolidation of Louisville and Jefferson
County, Kentucky. The authors review how this came about and then focus on three critical
realignments associated with merging the city and its surrounding county. These consist of shifts
in territorial boundaries, management reforms, and political rules. The case highlights the power
dimension of city-county consolidation, often overlooked by advocates of public choice as well
as those favoring metropolitan consolidation.
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In politics the most catastrophic force in the world is the power of irrelevance which
transmutes one conflict into another and turns existing alignments inside out.
—E. E. Schattschneider (1960)

The reform agenda dominates the study of metropolitan government and
governance. Indeed a reform ethos imbues both the disciplines of political
science and public administration (Swanson 2000; Feiock and Carr 2000).
Today, many of the strongest advocates of reform are actually journalists
such as Neal Peirce or former politicians like David Rusk and Myron Orfield.
Journalists and politicians appear to be leading the debate on this issue and
providing the rationale for local reform. Much of the popular opinion that
grows around this discussion assumes that notions of the public good drive
decisions about the reorganization of local government. However, as Feiock
and Carr (2001, 383) point out,
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Although institutional changes have collective effects, they also have distribu-
tive benefits for individuals and groups. . . . [T]hese selective costs and bene-
fits, rather than collective costs and benefits, are most likely to provide incen-
tives for institutional entrepreneurship and collective action.

‘Not only do analysts expect decisions about local government reorganiza-
tion to be based upon the public interest, there is also a tendency to assume
decisions will be made rationally and supported by empirical evidence
(Lindblom 1959). Although Elinor Ostrom (2000) warns of “the danger of
self-evident truths,” even public choice critics expect decisions about institu-
tional reform to be based upon scientific evidence regarding the efficiency
and effectiveness of urban services. But as George Galster (1996, 238) re-
ports, policy research has little influence on policy unless “(1) policymakers
are interested in the answers, are uncertain about them; open to new defini-
tions of problems; and (2) research results are conveyed in a nontechnical and
persuasive fashion with little scientific dissent.”

These conditions are usually not met in debates about local government
reorganization. Reformers frequently support consolidation because they
assume rather than make an effort to prove its benefits. Many observers take it
for granted that citizens will judge consolidation by objective criteria and are
capable of measuring governmental performance. Typically, these criteria
include efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability. Yet as others and we
suggest, changes in local governance are often about power not bureaucratic
efficiency or effectiveness (Agger, Goldrich, and Swanson 1964; Burns
1994). More often than not, power shapes the reception of ideas and deter-
mines who has voice in community debates. Bringing this to public attention
is difficult, and elites often respond with hostility to attempts to distinguish
between power and better government. As Aaron Wildavsky (1987) long ago
pointed out, “speaking truth to power” is fraught with pitfalls.

The recent merger of the city of Louisville and Jefferson County has put
city-county consolidation back on the urban agenda. Louisville is the first
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