THE HOME-RULE DEBATE:

by john]. Kirlin, Ph.D.
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hy cities?" is the question implicit in debates about home
rule. If the city form of government is valued, then the discus
sion of home rule and other devices to ensure competent

and durable cities is critical. If the city form of government is viewed

as irrelevant, unneeded or even harmful and wasteful, one is unlikely
to be an advocate of home rule.
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The answer is this: bigger government is
not better, for at least three reasons related
to the characteristics of cities: distinctive

?
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service capabilities; joining local and larger
competencies; and collective action at
human scale.
Distinctive Service Capacities

Cities provide services that are important to
citizens: local police, fire, land-use planning,
building-code enforcement, local streets and
parks and recreation are common examples.
Cities in California expended approximately
$24.8 billion in 1992-93, most of which can
be attributed to providing such services. Of
that total, approximately $6.3 billion was
spent on public safety, $3.6 billion on trans
portation, and $2.1 billion on cultural and
leisure activities.
Moreover, the best available evidence
shows that cities of modest size, certainly
those with less than 100,000 population, are
the most cost-effective providers of these ser
vices. One claim for cities is that they provide
needed services at less cost than larger gov
ernments would incur. This is still an argu
ment made on the basis of values directly
tied to units of service provided and thereby
weaker than ultimately needed.
An additional danger in this orientation to
what cities do is potential inflexibility in de
fense of current programs or current employ
ees. Cities have wide flexibility in service
responsibilities undertaken and in how ser
vices are provided. Service responsibilities
may be shifted to another jurisdiction, ser
vices may be provided under contract by pri
vate firms or other choices made. Similarly,
cities have wide discretion in the numbers
and assignments of personnel employed, con
sistent with collective bargaining or other
legal constraints. As current employees and
beneficiaries of services are very visible evi
dence of city activities and active participants
in discussions of city choices, the potential
danger of delaying changes too long is con
stant Cities do not exist to provide employ
ment to any current set of employees nor to
provide any current set of services.

Joining Local And
Larger Competencies

A more subtle answer is that cities are a criti
cal element of important systems without
which modern life would be extremely diffi
cult. Neither the interstate highway nor the
state highway systems are of much value
without local roads to complete connections
to residences and businesses.
Similarly, provision of water or
disposal of wastes requires the
actions of cities for most residents
of California. Environmental protec
tion increasingly requires supportive
land-use practices - reducing non
point-source run-off and reducing
vehicle trips generating emissions are
two examples. Similarly, species-pro
tection policies are shifting from in
dividual species to habitat protection,
where city land-use powers are necessary
components of emerging policies.
In each of these cases, what is needed is
effective use of land-use tools and infrastruc
ture provision within the powers and compe
tencies of cities but this is very difficult to
undertake sensibly without nuanced informa
tion about site-specific conditions. Could the
United States Environmental Protection
Agency, the California EPA, or the South
Continued
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Collective Action
at Human Scale
Iviost importantly, cities are instruments ot
collective action critically important to resi
dents of specific, morles1.-sized geographical
areas. Cities make land-use decisions, invest
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These choices vary widely among cities,
reflecting desires of citizens as expressed by
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city councils. Fontana and Emeryville may
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neru-by Vacaville had the same objective ten
years later, the marketable choice was for
retail outlets. Both are successful, because
they matched time and context. Cities are
devices of economic growth.
In short, city governments are devices
through which business interests, land own
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input from local interests, both economic and
noneconomic.
These decisions are not only directly
focused on economic growth, but equally
importantly on quality of life, including envi
ronmental factors and esthetic values. For
example, the City of Sacramento's choice to
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support trees and landscaping by generous
policies regarding pick-up of green wastes
and flat-rate pricing of water reflect the com
munity's quality of life and esthetic values.
While they are citizens of the nation and
state, all Californians live in specific geograph-
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Scale matters. No president,
no governor, no national or
state legislature is an effective

futures for themselves, their children and

Cities are this society's best answer for

others. Individual actions contribute might

how those aspirations can be pursued jointly

ily to achieving the future and all govern

at a small scale. How to jointly achieve a

ments, including cities, must recognize the

desired future is the dialogue cities must

limits on their roles. However, collective

have with their citizens, and the role they

device to address neigh

actions contribute critically to our futures

must claim i n society against those who

borhood-scale issues.
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would weaken cities.
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diminished in political discourse that they
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are devalued or found wanting.

ically delimited neighborhoods and similarly
most work in specific locations. Cities offer an
opportunity to participate effectively in the
shaping of these important locales, not only in
regard to physical land uses, but also i n
preservation and enhancement o f important
attributes of quality of life and in the establish
ment of norms of civic interaction. Cities do
not have free rein in making these choices, of
course. They are constrained by geography,

:fiscal resources, economic context and nation
al and state laws. In the absence of cities, how
would citizens inf luence these important
dimensions of their lives?

The Importance of Scale
Scale matters. No president, no governor, no
national or state legislature is an ef fective
device to address neighborhood-scale issues.
For citizens, the costs of seeking action at the
national or state scale are prohibitive. For pol
icy makers at these levels, paying sufficient
attention to multitudinous locales is impossi
ble. Even larger cities such as Sacramento are
recognizing that they need to provide oppor
tunities for governance below the city level.

What Cities Do
A short-hand statement of what city govern
ments do is "to create valuable dirt." The
value is created in various ways, but always
bounded geographically. In services, value is
found in the physical security provided by a
local police force. In linkages to complex
external systems, value is found in local
streets and roads. In economic competitive
ness, value is found in efforts to shape growth
at the urban fringe and redevelopment in
areas where manufacturing has declined. In
quality of life, value is found in the decision by
the cities of Vacaville and Dixon to purchase
land along Interstate 80, preserving it in agri
cultural and other greenbelt uses. These and
innumerable other examples are evidence of
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