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SUMMARY

There is general agreement that there are more units of local gov
ernment today than are needed with modern methods of transporta
tion and communication.

In Colorado there are too many counties. The state has 63
counties differing widely in population, area and ,vealth. JYlany of
them lack the necessary population and wealth to support the essen
tial services of local government. This is mainly because there are
luore county seats than there are trade centers, more taxing units than
there are trade and resource areas.

There are 41 counties "Nhich do not have a population of 10,000.
There are also 41 counties which do not have a to\vn of 2,500 popula
tion. There are about 40 eounties ",vhose county seats are not devel
oping into active trade centers. The people of these counties are do
ing their banking and trading in the larger towns of adjoinjng
counties. The result is that the accumulating wealth of these larger
towns is taxed to support a smaller area than that from which it is
derived. The strictly rural and mining counties thus suffer a high
tax rate, or inferior governmental service, or both. As a matter of
equity, county boundaries should be recast to conform with the new
and larger economic areas which modern transportation and economic
conditions have brought about.

This study indicates that the consolidation of counties might
therefore be expected to reduce and equalize the cost of county gov
ernment, and improve the quality of public services. The annual
savings should amount to at least three-quarters of a million dollars
annually in Colorado.

Some of the expenditures in county government can be reduced
by postponement of less urgent matters, some by permanent elimi
nation or curtailment of functions and activities ",vhich have been
created over the last 20 years in response to the desire for expanded
service by the community. Some of these expanded services are ob
solete, but many of them lueritorious.

There has also been the gro,vth of useless duplication and ':vaste.
Economy should be effected so far as possible thru elimination of
\vaste rather than thru blind, indiscriminate slashing of important
functions.

Our 63 counties should probably be consolidated into not more
than 30, with the possibility of reducing still further. We should
continue to reduce the multiplicity of local governments. l\fany of
these administrative units have been rendered obsolete by improved
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communications and modern transportation. If the people of Colo
rado expect any relief from growing tax burdens, they must simplify
their forms of local government structure.

T'he extraordinary financial difficulties that have been placed
upon county government within the last 4 years have brought out
many of the inherent weaknesses of the present system. One of the
most serious defects is that many counties are too small and do not
contain enough resources to furnish the necessary revenues to main
tain essential county services without making the tax burden exces
sive. Another failing is that under present laws the administrative
and financial organization and control are inadequate and decentral
ized. Centralization of resp,onsibility in a county manager or execu
tive is a necessity in increasing the efficiency of county government.

The trend toward state assumption of county functions such as
highway construction and maintenance, old-age pensions, welfare and
public health indicates that the county is breaking down as a govern
mental unit and will soon remain only a skeleton government carry
ing on a few minor functions.

Preservation of the county depends upon a reduction in county
taxes and upon the county increasing its efficiency. If this is not
done, the county is in danger of having many of its functions taken
away until it will die a natural death.



COUNTY CONSOLIDATION IN COLORADO·
By SCOVILLE R. HECKAR'l' and G. S. I~LEMI\fEDSON

rrHE PROBLElVI.-rrhe reason for this study is to find ,vays and
111eans of reducing the present high cost of county government and in
crease its efficiency. Since it has been suggested that county consoli
dation is the solution to the problenl, this study ",viII analyze and
carefully consider county consolidation and suggest better methods of
reducing the cost if county consolidation is found to be impracticable.

There is a grovving feeling that there is need of revising county
areas to increase their size, and that there is needless "\vaste and un
necessary overhead cost ",vhere county officers serve a small county.
vVith the improvement in high"\vays and the use of new mean.s of
transportation, it seelns that there is little need for counties of less
than 1,000 square miles.

In recasting county lines an effort should be made to encourage
the development of communities "\vith common economic and social
interests. County areas might be revised either by a comprehensive
reorganization, state,vide in scope, or by consolidation of existing
counties ",vhere local sentiment is favorable.

ACTIVITIES IN OTHER STATEs.-There are only two instances of
county consolidation in the lTnited States at present-Hamilton and
Jalnes counties in Tennessee and Campbell, 1\Iilton and Fulton coun
ties in Georgia. There have been, in addition, several city and county
consolidations in the United States. This activity and the definite
proposals for consolidation of particular counties in 17 other states
have directed the attention or the people of C·olorado to this t)'Pe
of change. 2

SCOPE AND DEFINITION OF TI-IE PROBLEM.-The counties "\vere
studied from various angles: Geographical features, economic re
sources, present development of transportation and communication
lines, assessed valuations and population trends. The Colorado con
stitution and session la,,,"s "\vere studied ,vith relation to the county
and county officials to see ho,v they lllay help or hinder changes that
might be suggested. The scope of this bulletin incilldes 62 counties
of Colorado and their governments. The city and county of Denver
are excluded.

ll\Ir. Scoville R. I-Ieckart was assigned to make a study of this problem under
a researeh fellowship in the Department of Econolllics. He is now with the Farm
Credit Administration, Ninth Federal Lan<1 Bank of Wichita, I~ansas.

2l\lunning, .J. 'V., "The Progress of County Consolidation." National ~runicipal

ReView. 21 :510 Aug. 1932.
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The term "county consolidation" is used to designate the union
of several counties to carryon the various county functions as a unit.
It is the formation of what might be called greater counties from the
now existing group of counties in C'olorado.

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTIES INTO RICH AND POOR COUNTIES.-As
one of the first essential steps in making an analysis to determine an
economic unit of county government, all the counties have been ar
ranged into groups according to size or wealth as measured by their
assessed valuations. This classification is maintained thruout the bul
letin in order to make comparison easy among the different groups of
counties. For purposes of discussion, counties with less than 20 mil
lion dollars assessed valuation in 1931 have been designated as "poor"
counties while those with more than 20 million dollars assessed valua
tion have been designated as "rich" counties. (See Tables 9 and 10.)

It will be noted that the poor counties have a lower asses.qed
valuation per county but a higher valuation per capita than the rich
counties. Certain readers and citizens in the smaller counties may ob
ject to this method of classification but it simplifies the discussion.

IMPORTANCE OF PROBLEM.-The problem of reducing the cost of
county government is important, especially at this time with a tre
mendous reduction in national, state and local income. At the same
time a world-wide change in price levels is taking place, changjng
from high prices of 1929 to a pre-war level. County government
costs simply cannot remain high while prices, costs and wages have
been forced to adjust to a lower level. .

T'he fact that tax delinquency is growing by leaps and bonnds
will force readjustments in the cost of county government even if
some counties are forced to go thru bankruptcy. Big business, rail
roads, public utility corporations and other large taxpayers ,vho pay
a large proportion of the taxes in the small counties have gradually
become aware of the problem and are demanding radical changes in
county government and a reduction in the cost.

There has been considerable discussion concerning consolidation
of counties for several years in the San L,uis Valley area and recently
in other areas of the state. Members of the legislature have intro
duced numerous bills to reform local government. They have intro
duced bills on budgeting, auditing, reduction of salaries of county
officials, county consolidation, county manager form of government
and other similar measures.

Loss IN POPULATION INDICATES NEED FOR CONSOLIDATION.-Eco
nomic conditions due to the present depression may force several



December, 1933 COUNTY CONSOLIDATION IN COLORADO 9

counties in Colorado to merge with other counties or force them to
make other radical changes in the system of financing the county pro
gram because they have insufficient population to maintain even an
inadequate type of county government. The decrease in population in
the several counties since 1900 is shown in T'able 1.

Table I.-Counties with a decrease in population since 1900.1

Decrease in 30 years

County 1000 1930 Numbel'l Percentage

1. Clear Creek 7,082 2,155 4,927 70
2. Custer 2,937 2,124 813 28

3. Gilpin 6,690 1,212 5,478 82
4. Hinsdale 1,609 449 1,160 72
5. Lake 18,05-1: 4,89!) 13,155 73
6. Mineral 1,913 640 1,273 67
7. Ouray 4,731 1,784 2,947 62
8. Park 2,998 2,052 946 32
9. Pitkin 7,020 1,7'/0 5,250 75

10. San Juan 5,379 1,935 3,444 64
11. San Miguel 2,343 2,184 159 7
12. Summit 2,744 987 1,757 64-
13. Teller 29,002 4,141 24,861 86

Thirteen counties 92,502 26,332 66,170 72

lUnited States Census, 1920-1930.

This grollp of counties sho,vs a loss of 66,170 in population in
30 years "\vith Summit and Teller counties showing the largest de:
creases. Unless there is a revival of mining in the near fllture, these
losses will increase. It will only be a question of time until these
eounties ,vill be foreed into combining their areas with neighboring
eounties.

POOR COUNTIES SHOW LARGE DECREASE IN POPULATION.-The

need for county consolidation is shown by the fact that there has been
a large decrease in population in the small counties, that is, those with
less than 5 million dollars in assessed valuation in 1931. Counties
in this group showed a loss of 57 percent in population from 1920 to
1930. T'he group of counties of average wealth, from 10 to 20 mil
lion dollars in assessed valuation, had an increase of 178 percent in

Table 2.-Trend of population in ..small counties of Colorado, 1900-1930.1

Number of
counties

15
13
19
15
63

Counties grouped accord
ing to assf-ssed valuation

Under $5,000,000 valuation
$5,000,000 under $10,000,000
$10,000,000 under $20,000,000
Over $20,000,000 valuation
All counties, including Denver

Trend of population
percentage increase

57 (decrease)
22

178
121

51

1 United States Census, 1920-1930.
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population during- this period while the ,Yealthiest group of counties
increased 121 percent in population. (See T'able 2.)

INCREASE IN COST OF GOVERNMENT.-A part of the Increase In
government expenditure and of debts ,vas caused by the increase j.n

population in sonle cases, the rise in cOlllnlodity prices and wages, the
increases in the number 'of children attending- school and in the large
increase in the number attending high schools and colleges, and by the
need for inlprovelnent of highways, \velfare and health activities.

T'otal tax collections. in Colorado for federal, state and local
governlnent but not including our share of customs or excise taxes
paid on tobacco, automobiles and other indirect federal taxes, ,vere
$72,862,161 in 1931. (See T'able 3.)

Table 3.-Taxes collected in Colorado in 19:31.1

State: Total Revenue
General property .. $ 5,050,622
Estate and inheritance 95.5,264
Special taxes 6,112,341
Licenses or permits 2,588,224
Special assessments 152,888
Miscellaneous taxes 55,771

Total state $14,915,110
Counties __ $ 8,733,128
Muni-eipalities :

General property $ 8,753,895
License or perluits 479,774
Special assessments 1,892,766
Miscellaneous taxes ~...................................................................... 94:,103

Total municipalities $11,220,5:38
Schools and other civic divisions ,.. $22,:326,155

'Total state and local $57,104,9:31
Federal taxes $15,667,2:30 2

Total tax collections $72,862,161

IFederal and State 'Taxation. S'llb-colnmittee of House 'Vays and 1\'1eans Com
mittee, 72nd Congress, 2nd session, Washington, D. C., 193:3.

2Does not include cnstoms taxes collected in otber states but paid by Colorado
citizens.

PER CAPITA TAX BURDEN.-The total per capita tax burden in
Colorado amounted to $70.34 in 1931 compared vvith $77.53 for all
states. (See T'able 4.) I t is interesting~ to note the following faets
which are brought out by the figures given in the tables.

First, the schools are the largest tax collectors, since this agency
secures 31 percent of the total taxes collected in Colorado. The fed
eral government comes second with a revenue of 22 percent of the
total, state government third with 20 percent of the total, and county
government 12 percent.
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'fable 4.-Per capita tax burden in Colorado and other states, 1931.

Per capita Percentage
tax burden of total

Collecting agency Colorado All states Colorado All states

Federal government $15.12 $19.77 22 25.5

State government 14.40 16.02 20 20.6
County government 8.43 7.80 12 10.1

City government 10.84 24.26 15 31.3

School and other
local governnlcnts 21.55 9.68 31 12.5

Total $70.34 $77.5.3 100 100.0

Source: Federal and s.tate Taxation, House Ways and M:eans Committee, Wash
ington, D. C., J.933.

Second, the general property tax is the principal source of all
taxes, accounting for not less than 78.4 percent of the total state and
local collections. (See Table 5.)

Tnble 5.-Source of tax revenue, Colorad0 and other states, 1931.

Percentage of total

Other states

General property tax 71.8
Estate or inheritance 2.3
Special sales tax on specific articles 7.9
Licenses or permits 7.1
&peeial assessments :3.2
Income. franchise and llliscellaneous taxes 7.7

'fotal 1(X1.0

Colorado

78.4
1.7

10.7
5.4
3.6

.2

100.0

Source: Federal and State Taxation. House 'Yays and Means Committee, Wash
ington. D. C., 1933.

It is important to kno,v "That the general property-tax burden
anlounts to because county governlnent is financed almost entirely
from this tax. If other sources of wealth could be drawn on to carry
their fair share of the burden of eounty government, real estate o,vn
ers ,Yould be sOllle"That relieved.

COUNTY EXPENDITUREs.-Information on county expenditures is
unreliable and meager. The expenditures for county and road pur
poses as reported to the state examiner are given in Table 6.

CiREA'r V ARIA1'ION IN .A..REA AND POPULATION OF C01JNTIES.-Colo
rac10 counties sho,v great variation in area and population. Denver
County, the slllallest county in the state, has an area of 37,120 acres,:
,vhile Las Animas, the largest, has 3,077,760 acres. The variations
in population of counties are even greater than the variations in area.
Three counties in Colorado had a population belo,v 1,000 in 1930.
I-linsdale had a population of 449, while IVlineral County had onlJT 640.
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Table 6.-Expenditures of counties in Colorado, 1925-1931.1

Bulletin 406

Year

1925
1926
1921
1928
1929
1930
1931

County expenses

$ 7,843,350
7,914,856
7,518,923
6,797,308
7,257,668

10,064,416
7,087,805

County road expenses

$5,427,449
5,732,625
6,522,967
5,910,957
6,015,608
B,304,165
5,954,021

1.T. M. Wood, Public Examiner. Auditor's reports.
Note: It will be noticed that county expenses were reduced about 3 million

dollars from 1930 to 1931. Further reductions have been made since 1931.

Denver had a population of 287,644. The development of Colorado
counties from the territorial division and as they appeared. at its first
legislative assembly in 1861 is shown in Figures 1 and 2.

An interesting comparison of the size of counties of the far West
and those of the East is as follows: Colorado has 63 counties with
an average area per county of 1,645 square miles; Wyoming has 23
counties with an average area of 4,268 square miles; while in the East,
Kentucky has 120 counties with an average area of 338 square miles
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per county; North Carolina has 100 eounties with an average area of
524 square miles per eounty. Counties vary in size from San Bernar
dino of California with 20,175 Iniles, to the old county of New York,
\vith 22 square nliles. There are five counties in Texas with less than
100 persons living \vithin their borders, and there are three counties in
the country containjng more than 2,000,000. Three counties of Georgia
recently consolidated and the eonlbined area of the ne\v eonnty is only
331 square miles.

The counties of Colorado ha've a large ayerage area coupled \vith
high mountain ranges, long distances between county seats such as
bet\veen the to,vn of Walden, in J aekson County', and Fort Collins,
106 miles to the east. Having the road closed from 3 to 4 months of
the year by sno\v on the high mountain passes 111akes county consoli
dation questionable in a number of cases.

F ACTORS INVOLVED IN COUNTY CONSOLIDATION

What shonld an economic unit of county government in Colorado
contain in the ,yay of area, \vealth and population ~ Should cOllnty
boundaries be changed, Inaking counties la.rger in area, population
and \vealth so that they can lllore nearly conform to the economic
unit of county governlllent?
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With the above ideas in nlind the present counties were merged
on paper into larger areas wherever possible, taking into considera
tion these additional factors: Areas after combining; location of new
county seats and the distance of these county seats from the county
boundaries as determined by dra-\ving' concentric circles around the
county seat of conlbined or consolidated counties; distances between
county seats; and amounts of public o,vned lands as another factor in
fluencing county consolidation proposals. A study was also made of
state maps to determine the location of high,;vays, railroad connec
tions, mountain passes and mountain ranges. lV[uch of the detailed in
formation ill the original nlanuscript was eliminated in the prepara
tion of this bulletin.

GEOGRAPHICAL AND TOPOGRAPHICAL FEATURES AS FACTORS IN
COUNTY CONSOLIDATION.-l\1:ountain ranges and passes are physical
features in Colorado which affect county history. Colorado has 4:3
peaks that are more than 14,000 feet above sea level and two-thirds
of the area of the state ranges fronl 6,000 feet to 14,000 feet in alti
tude. l\!fountain ranges have enclosed natural valleys and these ranges
should have marked the boundary lines, but in many cases these
natlIral boundary lines have not been adhered to in forming countjes
in the past. Two of these cases are Saguache COlmty ,vhich crosses
the Continental Divide on the north and Hinsdale County which is
cut by the Continental Divide twice, thus placing it in three sep
arate valleys.

The mining industry and the difficulty of traveling in nlonntain
ous areas in the early days have been the major causes for the crea
tion of small counties. I-Iowever, because of the development of good
roads and rapid communication such counties as Gilpin, C'lear Creek,
J\tlineral, San Juan, Ouray, Teller and Custer could no,v be joined
to other larger and ,vealthier counties.

Mountain ranges, passes and other topographical features alnlost
force certain proposed consolidated areas. Jackson County, aecording
to the arbitrary standards of an economic unit of county governlllent,
should be consolidated with another county. Ho,vever, the county is
hemmed in by high mountains and the passes and highways thru the
ranges are closed for several months during the year. The same COll

dition exists in San Juan, Grand and Summit counties. The San Luis
Valley counties afford another example V\There a valley is practically
surrounded by mountains forming a natural bo'vl. In the PFoposed
consDlidations no connty lines cross a lllountain range as is novv the
case in Saguache, Hinsdale and Mineral counties.

DISTANCE AS A FACTOR IN CONSOldDATION.-In making the analy
sis, certain favorable areas for consolidation ,vere taken into consider-
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ation, such as San Luis Valley counties; Yuma and \Vashington
counties; and Pueblo, Fremont and Custer counties. In each of these
areas the largest and most important tov{n near the center of the new
county vvas selected as a possible county seat for the group. Then
20, 40 and 80-mile concentric circles were drawn about these towns.
For example, Alamosa is the largest town in San Lllis Valley and
also has the largest volunle of business. Concentric circles ,vere
rlravvn around Alamosa ,vith a radius of 40 miles and it ,vas noted
that this 40-mile circle included practically all of the productive
land and the greater percentage of the population in that valley.

Then, in the case of the Pueblo-Fremont-Custer group of counties
\vhere the city of Pueblo is the largest, \ve discovered that all other
towns of any iIlfportance \vere ,vithin a 40-mile radius about Pueblo.
Therefore in many cases \ve \vere able to group counties and select
county seats ,vhere the distance for the greater majority of the popu
lation \vas relatively short.

PRODUCTIVITY AND CHARACTER OF THE LAND AN IMPORTANT FAC
TOR IN CONSOLIDATION.-Land in all counties \vas classified, taking in
all privately o\vned and publie lands to see ,,,hat effect the character
of the land would haye on consolidation. The 15 \vealthy counties in
Colorado ha.ve 74 percent of their area in privately o\vned lands ,vhich
can be taxed by county governments. These same counties have only
5.42 percent in forest lands and 18.4 percent in other public land from
·which they derive little or no revenue since these lands are under state
and federal control. On the other hand, the 47 small counties have
48.61 percent of their total area in privately o\vned or assessable lands,
30.84 in national forests, and a total non-assessable area of 45.74 per
cent. As a result of the large area in public lands, these 47 counties
are at a great disadvantag'e \vhen it comes to raising revenue for
county purposes. (See Table 8.)

The area in public or non-assessable lands affects the proposed
consolidations in nlany eases. The large area of public lands proves
to be an inlportant factor in the case of Chaffee, Clear Creek, Hins
dale, Lake, l\Iineral, Pitkin and San Juall counties beeause over 75
percent of their entire area is COlllposed of public lands or non-taxable
lands ,vhich lneans that, altho SOUle county areas are large, much of
the area is non-productive for tax reyenne pnrposes.

Incidently vVisconsin, l\finnesota, l\lichigan, Ne,,, York and other
states bordering on the Great Lakes have this saIne problem to solve.
Ne,v York, ,vhich has lunch lo,v-productive land, has solved the prob
leln of local g'overnlnent cost in these areas by a novel method which
might prove a. solution for SOllle of our Color~clo counties. Ne,v York
state has (( zoned the state for local governlnent; has prescribed op-
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Table S.-Land classified according to taxable and non-taxable land.

Taxed by
county Non-taxable for county purposes

Privately Homestead National State Total in
County owned land land forest land public land

Percentage Percentage Percentage Percentage Percentage
Adallls 93.58 3.62 3.62
Alamosa 64.77 10.06 6.24 10.01 26.31
Arapahoe 95.81 2.72 2.72
Archuleta 33.13 13.15 51.86 2.32 67.33
Baca 93.92 .05 1.88 1.93
Bent 80.87 .36 14.18 14.54
Boulder 59.73 .69 25.63 1.44 27.76
Chaffee 17.15 13.10 61.27 2.60 76.97
Cheyenne 94.71 .02 4.74 4.76
Clear Creek 24.31 6.75 68.64 .82 76.21
Conejos 32.58 31.17 34.47 7.69 73.33
Costilla 100.00
Crowley 82.80 .18 11.74 11.92
Custer 55.75 2.56 35.27 2.74 40.57
Delta 35.41 17.24 24.71 41.95
Dolores 31.14 7.46 49.20 1.28 57.94
Douglas 70.91 .01 25.21 1.63 26.85
Eagle 15.21 12.05 57.32 1.70 71.07

Elbert 91.28 .02 6.45 6.47

El Paso 75.06 .14 7.41 14.09 21.64

Fremont 38.37 33.96 7.02 5.78 46.76

Garfield 17.£'r.l: 27.66 26.20 53.86

Gilpin 56.67 4.12 68.01 1.47 73.60

Grand 25.90 5.37 44.40 5.43 55.20

Gunnison 18.39 17.08 55.55 .94 73.55

Hinsdale 4.33 17.42 73.73 1.33 92.48

Huerfano 70.39 5.49 14.54 4.68 24.71

.Jackson 30.76 16.35 38.67 4.91 59.93

.Jefferson 70.54 .17 18.58 2.57 21.32

Kiowa 90.55 .M 5.41 5.46

Kit Carson 94.73 .02 4.15 4.17

Lake 27.13- 10.09 67.04 .73 77.86

La Plata 37.73 12.85 32.08 1.32 46.25

Larimer 46.00 1.34- 35.59 4.21 41.14

Las Animas 89.64 1.23 .99 5.05 7.27

Lincoln 00.66 .OS 7.62 7.70

Logan 85.38 .11 12.30 12.41

Mesa 24.41 37.70 2.84 40.54

Mineral 5.60 95.27 .12 95.39

Moffat 33.79 47.23 1.41 6.94 55.58

Montezuma 24.44 16.87 17.74 2.69 37.30

Montrose 28.54 35.5~ 21.60 .01 57.13

Morgan 00.99 .08 7.20 7.28

Otero 78.85 .16 14.93 15.09

Ouray 50.55 7.59 38.09 .95 46.63

Park 34.02 4.75 43.74 6.11 54.60

Phillips 93.06 3.99 3.99

Pitkin 13.64 1.90 75.01 .20 77.20

Prowers 93.08 .08 4.34 4.42

Pueblo 77.16 .84 1.86 14J)7 17.67

Rio Blanco 17.50 51.W 1'7.54 68.94

Rio Grande 39.46 13.26 40.55 2.00 56.36
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County

Routt
Saguache
San Juan
San ~Iiguel

Stedgwick
Summit
Teller
Washington
Weld
Yuma

Average

Privately
owned land

Percentage
42.92
28.11
8.83

29.43
90.52
17.40
53.47
91.90
8D.38
fJ5.27

5(;.0-4:

I-Iomestead
land

Percentage
3.6U

16.01
15.87
37.65

3.28
8.06
.06
.09
.04

11.54:

National
forest

Percentage
37.83
4.3.61
64.71
21.45

66.31
30.45

20.10

State
land

Percentage
4.76
4.84
2.56
2.62
6.48

.23
3.03
5.81
6.85
3.62

4.64

Total in
public land

Percentage
46.28
M.46
83.14
61.72

6.48
69.82
41.54
5.87
6.94
3.66

36.28

1Colorado Yearbook IV32. p. 14.
Note: Owing to inaccuracies in surveys and other causes. the figures for some

counties do not always equal 100 percent, sometimes going over that total.
In addition to lands shown here there are in most counties areas not accounted

for as to title. These areas are not included in this table.

tional forl118 of local govern1uent suitable to the several zones; and
has permitted the complete withdrawal of local government from
forest areas where it is incapable of efficient self-maintenance, such
forest areas to be administered directly by the state.' '1

\V1-IA1' Is AN ECONOIHIC UNIT OF COUNTY GOVERN:M~ENT ~

ECONOMIC ORGANIZATION OF COUNTY GOVERNMENT.-In the more
or less chaotic condition that exists in county goyernment in Colorado
at present there is need for reliable information on COlmty organiza
tion and operation and consolidation. This need has not developed
from a single cause, but from a eombination of causes. Important
anlong them are the rapid decrease in revenue from the mining in
dustry and agriculture, the development of highways because of the
automobile industry and changing economic conditions generally.

One of the fundamental requirements, and probably the most
important one in county government, is the consolidation of small
counties into suitable units of operation to form counties of suffi
cient population, area and eeonomic wealth to support the essentials
of local county government. The time that will be required to effect
consolidation and reorganization of county government depends large
ly upon the market prices that may prevail for the products of the
area, suitable adjustments of tax nlatters and other policies.

One of the outstanding needs in the further development of
county government is a careful study or appraisal of the need for
connty government. Sparsely settled districts undollbtedly need less

IMcCombs. Carl E., "Reorganization of Local Government in New York State."
Natl. l\{un. Rev. 23 :131 l\farch. 1933.
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county governn1ent than densely settled districts. Any fair index
of the need of county government lnust measure the need of a given
quality of county government. .it combination index should prob
ably take into consideration the \vealth, inconle, population, cost of
living- and other basic measures of governmental need.

It is evident fron1 an analysis of the financial resources of the
sDlall counties that the income from the operation of the various indus
tries and enterprises is not sufficient to meet all needs. The limited
income will not permit excessive taxation or indebtedness. The hope
of better days in business in the future no doubt explains the exist
ence of so many of these counties apparently unable to support even
a rnlnimunl progran1 of county government.

~ro understand the ability of the county as an econolnic unit of
governn1ent, to lllaintain an efficient systenl of county governlllent,
certain questions must be raised as to: (1) The resources of the
COlwty; (2) the drain of county expenditures upon the income of the
population of the county; (3) the ability of the taxpayers to pay
taxes; and (4) the sig'nificance of per capita cost of county services.

A COUNTY SI:-IOULD HAVE SUFFICIENT ECON-Ol\1IC RESOURCES TO

l\1:AINTAIN GOVERN~lEN'I.-It is important to find out \vhether the
county in question contains economic resources in sufficient amonnts
to support a system of essential county government services based on
the needs of the particular locality. A county needs sufficient popu
lation and resources in order to justify its existence.

WIDE RANGE IN \VEALTH OF (;OVNTIES.-A rough lneasure of the
economic resources or \vealth of the counties can be obtained frol11 the
assessed valuation of tovvn, city, farm, public service corporations, and
tangible personal property in the various counties.

Table 9.-Wealth of Colorado counties as measured by the assessed valuation, 1931.

Group 1. Assessed valuation nuder 10 milliou dollars:

Valuation in Valuation in
County millions of dollars County millions of dollars

1. I-linsclale .9 15. Rio Blanco 4.
2. :Mineral 1. 10. Monte7.uma 5.

8. Dolores 1. 17. Clear Creek 5.

4. Custer 2. 18. :Moffat 6.

5. .Jackson .). 19. Grand 6.

6. GilVin 3. 20. Eagle 7.

7. Pitkin 3. 21. Lake 7.

8. San .Juan 3. 22. Conejos 7.

9. Ouray 3. 23. Park 8.

10. San :Miguel 4. 24. Crowley 8.

11. Archuleta 4. 25. Saguache 8.

12. Sumluit 4. 26. Alamosa 9.

13. '-feller 4. 27. Chaffee 9.

14. Costilla 4. 28. Rio Grande 9.--
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Group II. AssessNl valuation 10 llli llioll , under 20 million dollars:

Valuation in Valuation in
County millioflfol of dollnl's COll})t~T IniIlioI1s (If dollars

1. :Montrose 10. 11.. Huerfano 1'>v.

2. Douglas 10. 12. Washington 13.
') Kiowa II. 13. Elbert 14.'J.

4. Sedgwick II. 14. Gunnison 14.
5. Cheyenne II. 15. Routt 15.
O. Baca 12. 16. Lincoln 15.
7. Bent 12. 17. Garfield 16.
s. Delta 13. 18. Kit Carson 17.
D. Phillips 13. If). Pro,vers 19.

10. La Plata 13.

GrOl1p III. Asses:,wd yaluation 0'"('1' 20 million dollars:

1. Fremont 20. 9. Logan 32.
-/ Yuma 20. Ill. Las Animas 37.
:3. Arapahoe 2L 11. Boulder 4:3.
4. :Morgan 24. 12. Larimer 45.
5. .Jefferson 25. 13. EI Paso 70.
fie ~Iesa 27. 14. Pueblo 76.
7. Adams 28. J5. "reId 00.
S. Otero 29.

COLORADO

R,O 8LANCO

DOLORes

~ Vciluati.on from 20 to 100 milli.on dolld,..s
r:::::J Vdlu4tion from. 10 to 2.0 miUion dot1d.rs
C:=J ValUAtion from 0 to 10 l'l1.illion dollar~

Figure 3.

WeALTH oP LOUNrI.eS
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Valuations of counties range fronl 900 thousand dollars to 90
million dollars per county. (See Table 9.) This comparison in
cludes 62 counties, since Denver has been excluded in this comparison.
These counties have been classified into three groups for the compari
son of resources in the counties. 1'he geographical location of these
three groups of counties is shown in Figure 3.

The results of this comparison are significant, fer of the 28
counties ,vith an assessed valuation below 10 million dollars, only one,
Crowley County, is in the eastern section of the state. You
will also note that there is only one county above 20 million dol
lars in the western area, where most of the small counties are situated.
Twelve counties in the low valuation group are in the plains area.
(See Figure 3.)

Table 10.-Counties in Colorado grouped according to assessed valuation, 1931.

Average
Number Grouped according assessed Assessed

of to assessed valuation value per
counties valuation per county capita

15 Under 5 million dollars $ 3,309,000 $1,552
13 $ 5,000,000 under $10,000,000 7,594,000 1,420
19 $10,000,000 under $20,000,000 13,720,000 1,526
15 Over $20,OOO,()()() 32,979,000 1,398

63 All counties, including Denver $16,181,627 $1,341

Compiled from Colorado Tax Co,mmission Reports, 1931, p. 114.

A SINGLE DENVER B1JILDING HAS A HIGHER ASSESSED VALUE THAN

SOME COUNTIES.-Another illustration which brings out the imprac
ticability of the small county is shown by a comparison of the valua
tion of individual counties with seven large bllildings in DBllver.
T'he assessed valuation of seven large Denver buildings is shown in
T'able 11.

Table 11.-Assessed valuation for seven large buildings in Denver, 1932.

Building Land ImrJrovemellts Total

A $969,650 $520,660 $1,400,310
B 424,010 774,890 1,198,900
C 254,900 922,114 1,177,074
D 233,820 871,020 1,104,840
E 481,080 567,120 1,048,200
F 669,300 296,170 965,470
G 468,850 489,920 958,770

Total $7,943,564

Source: McGIl>ne, Wm. F., Manager of Revenue, City and County of Denver.
April 21, 1933.

What would you think of a dry goods concerll operating' a county
government ~ Believe it or not, the building designated by "A'}
located in Denver is assessed for nlore than anyone of three counties
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in Colorado. It was assessed at $1,490,310 in 1932 while the three
counties were assessed as follows: Hinsdale, $836,468; Mineral,
$1,216,375; and Dolores, $1,270,075.

Seven buildings in Denver had almost as much value for taxation
purposes as five adjoining counties containing 6,220 people and
2,938,880 acres. One would think it ridiculous if the occupants of the
seven buildings in Denver attempted to operate and maintain five
county governments '~lith five sets of officials, five jails, and 30
school districts, yet five counties with a valuation only slightly great
er than these seven buildings are attempting to do this. The list of
five counties is shown in T'able 12.

Table 12.-fi"'ive counties with very little 'wealth, 1931.1

County

Hinsdale
j}<Iineral
Dolores
San Juan
Ouray

Assessed
valuation

$ 836,468
1,210,375
1.270,075
3,247,994
?>.187.602

$9,758,514

Population

449
64{)

1,412
1,935
1,784

School
districts

4
3

10
1

12

30

lColorado Yearbook, 1V;:~~.

In 1931 there "\vere 22 counties \vith valuations of less than 8
million dollars each; 10 of these had assessed valuations of less than
4 Inillion dollars. These counties are trying to maintain county gov
ernment machinery from taxes paid on property of approximately the
same value of seven building-s in Denver. This means that property
valued at the same amount as seven large buildings in Denver is re
quired to bear the burden of supporting a county government headed
by 14 elective officials and numerous other employees, not to men
tion schools, high,vays, poor relief, and la \Y enforcement 'vhich the
counties lllust support. Attention is directed to,vard this comparison
to shovv the possibilities for constructive econOlllY thru reorganization
of local governlllent and the elilnination of useless counties.

HIGI-I TAX R,ATES INDICATE LACK OF Y""\!EALTH IN SOME COUNTIES.

-.A.. study of tax rates also gives a cle\y to the ability of a county to
support essential county services. The tax rates for general county
purposes, exclusi ve of general and special sehool levies, range fronl
2 Inills to 20 nlills. Ordjnarily, hig-h tax rates indicate a lack of suf
ficient \vealth. 'rhe counties have been classified on tIle basis of tax
rates into three gTOllps in Table 18. li-enerally speaking', a lo\v tax
rate indicates that the county has sufficient \vealth to support the
county g'Oyernlllent \vithont adding a burdensollle luililevy. The geo
graphical loeation of these three groups of counties is given in Fig
ure 4.
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~ Rdte from 10 to 2.0 mills
c::::J 'Rc!lte fro~ .5 to 10 mills
~ R6te from 0 to .5 mills

AVERAGE lAX J2A.TE REQU/ReIJ TV
MA/NrAlN COVN7V (JOV£RNMeNI:, /931

Figure 4.

Table 13.-Connties grouped according to 1931 general county tax rate. 1

Tax rate for county purposes

Under 5 mills
5 mills. under 10 mills
10 mills, under 20 Inills

No. of counties

11
30
21

1 Tax Commission Report, 1931. p. ]30 (Includes all levies for county purposes.
General school levies are oillitted.)

The 21 counties vvith tax rates above 10 Inilis are all in the
,vesterl1 counties. There is only one county, Jackson, ,vhich has a tax
rate under 5 mills in this western section of Colorado. The other 10
counties ,vith lo,v tax rates are in the eastern plains section.

TIAX RATES SI-IOvV TENDENCY TO R,ISE IN SMAI-lL COUN'-rIES.-POOl'

connties, are the counties v{hich sho"\v a marked tendency for the tax
rates for general county purposes to rise higher and higher as the
valllation drops belovv 20 Inillion dollars. Above 20 11lillion dollars
valuation the tax rates tend to become stabilized at a lovv rate. (See
Figure 5.)

The poor counties are also those having high tax rates, whieh are
necessary to produce sufficient revenue for paying the cost of county
government.
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The rich counties can raise enough revenue from a low tax rate
to support the county government.

5

lAX RArE:. FOR. ORDINARY COVIVry
PURPOSE:S ,IV R,CH AND POOR COUNrlE;SPoo~ Counties

ro ~ ~ a ~ M ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Assessed Ve::tludtion in Milli.ons oF- I>oltd.YS

Figure 5.

*~ I I2-oMi/Non
/N COLORADO, 1931

IJo/ldrJ

., j . Rt'ch Counties
~.

\::~
~ ... .. . " .. . . . .

I 1 I

, I I I

6

o

10

Ta.x: 'Rdte
in. Mills

12

Table 14.-Comparison of tax rates for general county purposes in poor and rich
counties in Colorado, 1931.

Kumber of
counties

Counties grouped according
to assessed valuation

County tax rate
per $100
valuation

15
13
19
15

Under $5,000,000
$5,000,000 under $10,000,000
$10,000,000 under $:!O,()()O)()(l()

Over $ZO,(()(),OOO

$12.36

8.36
5.00
4.60

62 All counties, except Denver $6.60

Source: Compiled froill Colorado Tax Commission Heport, 1931.

The tax rate in counties \vith less than 5 luillion dollars of assessed
valuation was almost three times as high as the tax rate of the rich
counties. The poor counties had a tax rate of 12.:36 mills compared
with a tax rate of only 4.6 luills in the rich counties. (See Table 14.)
There are 28 counties ,vhich have far too Iowa valuation to earry the
high costs of county governlnent. It is doubtful whether taxpayers
in these· counties ean support the essential services of eounty govern
nlent under present conditions.

POOR COUNTIES ARE ALSO THOSE 'VIIICH ARE SPARSELY SETTLED.

- \Ve have pointed out that the poor counties are the ones ,vith the
high tax rates. Further analysis sho\vs also that the poor counties
are sparsely settled. vVe find that all eounties with 20 Inillion dol
lars or nlore in assessed valuation, ,vith the exception of one, have
over 18,000 population.

'Ve luay aSSUlne then that the favored counties with high valua
tions and a dense population g~o hand in hand. Population is one
of the measures of the need for eounty government vvhicll must be
taken into consideration in the consolidation of eounties. Sparsely
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settled counties as compared ,vith densely settled counties have less
need for an expensive type of county government.

The 15 rich counties have 62.58 per~ent of the population and
have 59.19 percent of the assessed valuation, excluding Denver. In
the group of poor counties ,vith less than 20 million dollars assessed
valuation, there is not a single county that has a population exceed
ing 18,000 people. (See Table 15.)

Table 15.-Relationship of wealth of counties to density of population, Colorado.!

Rich counties with
more than 20 million
yaluation

Adams
Arapahoe
Boulder
EI Paso
Fremont
Jefferson
Larimer
Las Aninlas
Logan
Mesa
Morgan
Otero
Pueblo
Weld
Yuma

Population
U. S. Census

1930

20,245
22,647
32,456
49,570
18,896
21,810
33,137
36,008
19,946
25,008
18,284
24,390
66,038
65,097
13,613

468,045

Assessed
valuation

1931

$28,039,200
21.526,570
43,721,245
70,456,810
20,009,397
25,457,475
45,491,930
37,666,062
32,149,730
27.083,185
24,716,900
29,014,005
76,859,710
90,347,020
2(),672,840

$593,812,169

Percentage 15 rich counties repre
sent of the total population and
,alue of the state 62.58 59.19

Source: Colorado Yearbook, 1931. and Colorado Tax Commission, 1931. p. 124.
IDenver is excluded in this table.

POOR COUNTIES TAKE THREE r.rIlVIES AS MUCH INCOJ\1E TO SUPPORT
COUNTY GOVERNMENT AS RICH COUNTIEs.-The small counties in Colo
rado took 3.3 percent of the gross income of the locality to support
the county government r,ompared with only 1.1 percent in the larger
counties. The gross income of all the population of the small counties
amounted to $2,324,218 per county compared with a gross income of
$30,950,190 per county in the group of 15 rich counties. (See Table
16.)

THE DRAIN OF COUNTY DISBURSEMENTS UPON THE INCOJ\tIE OF THE
VARIOUS COUNTIEs.-There should be enough money in the area to pay
for the county services desired. In a comparison of· gross inconle of
the population of the counties with general county disbursem.ents for
the year 1929, the percentage of gross income appropriated by taxes
ranged from 0.7 percent to 8.8 percent. The average amount of gross
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'rable 16.-Amount of gross inCOIne of the population required for county government
in poor and rich counties in Colorado, 1929.

Pereentage
(;ross of gross in-

Number Gross income income corne taken

of Grouped aceording to of population per for county

counties assessed valuation per countyl capita taxes

15 Under $5,000,000 $2,,324,218 $1,090 3.3
13 $5,000,000 under $10,000,000 5,968,762 1,117 1.9
19 $10,000,000 under $20,000,000 8,594,006 953 2.0
15 Over $20,000,000 30,950,190 1,092 1.1

62 All counties, except Denver $11,936,700 $ 990 1.8

lSource: Compiletl from records in Colorado Yearbook, Census of Distributions
and other sources. Includes income fronl agriculture, mining, manufacturing, sal
aries of public officials and teachers, sales and other income. The total estimate for
the state checked closely with B'rookmire and other independent estimates.

income taken by county taxes is 1.8 percent. It should be understood
that the school, to"\vn, city and state taxes are in addition to their
county tax. In Figure 6 there are sho"\vn :38 counties "\vhich take
lllore than 1.8 percent of the gross income for county government,
and 26 counties "\vhich take less than 1.8 percent of the gross incollle.
Thirty counties took more than 2 percent of the gross income of the
entire population to pay county taxes. Governlllents cannot endure
when the drain upon inconle becomes so great and county government
in fact is becoming bankrupt. These figures are for the year 1929
\vhen the period of prosperity was at its height. Since that time there
has been sonle reduction in the cost of county government, but not
enough to offset the decline in the price of farnl and other comlllodi
ties.

An economic unit of county government should be large enough
so that sufficient funds can be raised from local taxes without penaliz
ing- the people "\vith a heavy tax burden. Generally speaking, the
assessed value of the county should amount to at least 20 million dol
lars and not nlore than 1.5 percent of the gross income of the popula
tion should be consumed for county purposes.

In 1981 the natioll as a "\vhole spent 1.84 percent of the total
incolue of the entire population of the country for count~y govern
lllent the total expenditures for county governluent being 958 luil
lion dollars. 1

HIGI-I TAX DELINQUENCY IN SnIALL CO"lTNTIES INDICATES LACK OF
j~BILITY TO PAY FOR. PR.ESENT COUNTY GOVERN:NIENT.-The rapid de
cline in tax revenues secured from land is alarming. I-Io\y to restore

lFederal and S1:ate r.l."axation. SUbCOlllluittee of the Committee on Ways and
~reans, 72nd Congress, 2nd Session. 1933.
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1. IIinsdale 8.8
2. Gilpin 6.4
3. Clear Creek 6.2
4. 1\1ineral 5.H
5. Pitkin 5.0
6. Grand 4.7
7. Summit 4.6
8. Costilla 4.4
9. San Miguel 4.0

10. Ouray 3.8
11. Park 3.7
12. Archuleta 3.7
13. Douglas 3.6
14. Jefferson 3.1
15. Kit Carson 3.0
16. Washington 2.9
17. Gunnison 2.9
18. Dolores 2.8
19. Lin(:'oln 2.7
20. Moffat 2.7
21. Baca 2.6
22. Kiowa 2.5
2.'3. Eagle 2.4
24. Garfield 2.5
25. La Plata 2.2
2~ Logan ~2
27. Las Animas 2.1
28. Montezuma 2.1
29. Phillips 2.0
30. Huer-fano 1.9
31. M::ontrose 1.9
32. Rio Blanco 1.9
33. Lake 1.9
34. San Juan 1.8
35. Sedgwick 1.8
36. Elbert 1.S
37. Bent 1.7
38. Chaffee 1.7
39. Cheyenne 1.7
40. Delta 1.7
41. F'remont 1.7
42. Larimer 1.7
43. l\forgan 1.7
44. Teller 1.7
45. Yuma loG
46. Prowers 1.13
47. S'aguache L6
4S. Adams 1.6
49. Jackson 1.5
50. Weld 1.5
51. Conejos 1.-1
52. Arapahoe 1.4
53. EI Paso 1A
;)4. Crowley 1.4
55. Boulder 1.:-~
56. Custer 1.3
57. Routt 1.2
E.s. Alal110Sa 1.2
59. l\{esa 1.0
60. Otero 1.0
61. Pueblo 0.7
62. Rio Grande 0.7

I I r

~ --#.AveT'"aqe .1.8 percent-

AMOUNT" OP Gr:<..oSS

I.tYCOM~ RE:,Q..UJR.:lt..-D
Tb PAY CoU.N"TY TAXES

IN 1929

I--I--
P--~
I--~
~~

1---1-
1---1-
1---1-
I--

-----'-------

County Percentage Percen.td.qe oS: Gross Income.
0.1 2.. 345 b 7 8 9

tax-delinquent lands to the tax roll and keep thenl there is one of the
Inost vital problems in the small counties. Lands have becolne delin
quent not primarily because they are bad nor because they are oper
ated by inefficient farnlers or stockmen. All lllountain land is good
for purposes for which Nature intended it. Abnormal h0111esteading
diverted much land into uses unprofitable under norlnal conditions.
Delinquent tax collections indicate that people have about l'eached
the limit in ability to pay taxes in certain counties. The percentage

j



Decem ber, 1933 COUNTY CONSOLIDATION IN COLORADO 27

of taxes uncollected for the years 1926 to 1930 for all purposes in
Colorado counties is given in Colorado Experiment Station Bul. 398.
In considering the relationship of the wealth of the county to tax
delinquency, we find that the rich counties V\Tith 20 million dollars
assessed valuation or over, tend to have less tax delinquency. (See
l~igure 7.)

An analysis of tax collections indicates that the poor counties

Connty Percentage 0 Percentdqe un.'.:..ollected
5 10 ./5 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Costilla 62.42
Hinsdale 49.45
Dolores 46.40
~lontezuma 38.78
San Miguel 37.30
Summit 35.88
Conejos 34.86
Teller 33.24
Clear Creek 30.58
Gilpin 27.98
San Juan 27.21
Pi tkin 25.42
Routt 25.01
Alamosa 23.33
~Ioffat 22.95
Lake 22.35
Rio Grande 20.53
M~esa 17.83
Lincoln 16.59
Saguache 16.46
Delta 16.34
Crowley 16.18
Ouray' 15.69
Mineral 15.39
Custer 14.72
J\fontrose 14.35
Las Anima~ 12.94
Gunnison 12.75
Kit Carson 12.62
Grand 11.78
Garfield 10.55
Adams 10.12
Rio Blanco 9.85
La Plata 9.3~

\Vashington 8.94
Huerfano 8.88
Prowers 8.83
Archuleta 8.77
Arapahoe 8.65
Pueblo 8.22
Chaffee 8.13
Elbert 8.10
Park 8.09
Bent 8.04
Baca 7.19
Sedgwick ti.90
Logan 6.57
Cheyenne 6.42
Morgau 5.42
\Veld 5.36
Larimer 5.~5
Yuma 5 .).)
Boulder 5.:20
Kiowa 4.99
Otero 4.72
!i'remont 4.63
Jefferson 4.12
El Paso 3.54
Eagle 3.14
Douglas 3.0n
Jackson 1.19
Phillips 1.09

..., I -,
"'<
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have been able to collect only about tvvo-thirds of their taxes in the
last year or two. On the other hand the rich counties of Colorado
have been able to collect about 85 percent of their taxes during this
period. (See Table 17.)

Table 17.-Tax delinquency in Colorado counties, poor counties compared with rich
counties. Taxes levied in 1931 collected in 1932.

Percentage of taxes

Number of
counties

15
13
19
15

62

Counties gruuped according"
to assessed valuation

Under $5,000,000
$5,000,000 under $10,000,000
$10,000,000 under $20,000,000
Over $20,000,000

All counties, except Denver

Collected
G3
US
78
86

Delinquent
37
32
22
14

21

Source: Compiled from State Auditor's Hecords .

..AJI eounties 8hO\\7 an inerease in delinquency but the PODf coun
ties show a higher increase in delinquency than the rich counties.
(See }11igure 8.)

}1"or the year 1931 the rich counties shovv an increased delinquency
of 9.08 percent. The 47 small counties averaged 29 percent delin-
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quency in 1931 compared "rith 18 percent in 1930. In 1931, 32 small
counties had more than 20 percent of their taxes uncollected while
only 3 of the large counties had more than 20 percent of the taxes
delinquent.

SMALL COUNTIES HAVE HIGH PER CAPITA COUNTY GOVERNMENT

COST.-An analysis of county expenditures from tax revenues, ex
~lusive of road expenditures, indicates that the less wealthy counties
have the highest per capita cost for county government. The poor
counties spend twice as much per capita as some of the rich counties
for county government. Fifteen counties ,vith less thaI! 5 million
dollars in assessed valuation per county had per capita expenditures
amounting to $14.95 compared with $7.66 for the wealthiest group of
15 counties. (See Table 18.)

Table 18.-Comparison of per capita expenditures for county government in
counties of varying wealth in Colorado, 1931.

Number of
counties

15
13
19
15

62

Counties grouped according
to assessed ,nluation

Under $5,000,000
$.5,00D,OOO under $10,000.000
$10,000,000 under $20,000,000
Over $20,000,000

All counties, except Den,er

Per capita ex
penditures for

county governmentl

$14.95
10.77

8.78
7.66

S 9.34

Source: State Auditor's Reports.
lCounty expenditures excll1siye of road expenditures.

A concrete example of the high cost of small counties is giyen in
the case of a Kansas farmer cited in Capper '8 \Veekly. He owned
land on the Colorado line, part of the land in I{ansas and part in
Colorado. The state line is an inlaginar~y line. The land is of equal
value on both sides of it. Last year this ICansas farmer paid four
times as much taxes on the Kansas side of the line as he did on the
Colorado side. The apparent reason ,vas that the Kansas county, in
which his farm ,vas located, had less than one-fourth of the area and
only one sixth of the population of the Colorado county just across
the line. In other ,vords one courthouse and one set of county officers
on the Colorado side are serving more than four times the area and
six times the population served by a similar set on the other side of
the line ill I{ansas. That is irrefutable testimony to the inefficiency
of a too-slnall county area.1

IjARGE COUNTIES HAVE A LO'VER PER CAPITA COST FOR SALARIES.

Another ar~Ullent in favor of the large county is the favorable per

IThomas II. H.eed, Redrawing the Boundaries of Local Govennnent, Govern
ment Series Lecture No. 11, University of Chicago PrE'SS, 1932.
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capita costs of salaries of county officials in the large counties conl
pared ,vith the small counties. The salary cost per capita for county
commissioners is five times as gTeat for the group of 15 small counties
as for the 15 large counties. (See Table 19.) The salary costs for
the county clerks' offices ,\rere t,vice as large in the snlall as in the
large cOlmties. The sheriffs', treasurers' and county courts' costs
for salaries were three times as large per capita in the group of sUlall
counties as they were in the group of large counties.

Table 19.-Variation in per capita cost to taxpayers for salaries of county
officials in Colorado counties. 1931.

Cost of county officials per capita

Number of Counties grouped acconl- Commis- Sher- Treas- County
counties ing to assessed valuation sioner Clerk iff urer court

15 Less than $5,000,000 $.84 $.98 $.68 $1.14 $.60
13 $5,UOO,OOO under $10,000,000 AG .70 .45 .63 .38
19 $10,000,000 under $20,000,000 .30 .55 .37 .51 .30
15 Over $20,000,000 .17 .42 .24 .40 .21

62 All counties, except Denver $.25 $.53 $.33 $.57 $.32

Source: Compiled from l'pport of W. D. J\iacGinnis, Auditor of the State of

Colorado, June 30, 1931 to June 30, 1932, p. 80, 89.

CONCLUSIONS CONCERNING A l\IODERN ECONOlVIIC UNIT OF COUNTY
GOVERN}.ilENT.-In order that citizens of Colorado lllay successfully
meet the changed conditions, the general public needs to knoV\T much
nlore of the principles involved in the econonlic operation of our
county government.

It is evident that the old regillle of county organization and prac
tices in this region is slo'vly passing and that there ,viII evolve out of
the present situation certain ne,v types of county organization vvhich
will succeed in meeting ne,v conditions. Changed econolnic conditions
in our agricultural and mining industries, as they come out of the de
pression period, demand that many adjustlnents be nlac1e in county
organization.

Close examination of the available inforlnation points to certain
factors that can be used as yardsticks in roughly determining an eco
nomic unit of county government in Colorado under present condi
tions. A radical change in price levels or economic conditions would
possibly alter the size of the unit but ,vould not change the general
principle on which these conclusions are based. First" it Inay be
said that 20 million dollars is about the Ininimul1l assessed valuation
a county should have in Colorado in order to have an economic unit of
county government "rith reasonable costs under present conditions.
With less than this amount, the per capita costs of county government
tend to increase rapidly. It is true that a certain amount of county



Decemb€r, 1933 COUNTY CONSOLIDATION IN COLORADO 31

organization and personnel is necessary regardless of the population,
valuation, or area, if the following services are to be performed by the
county government, namely, policing, supervision and maintenance of
highways, care of the poor, welfare work, elections, judicial work,
assessing and collecting of taxes. The only way these services can be
performed efficiently is by trained personnel, devoting their full time
and labor to their tasks.

In counties ,vith an assessed valuation of less than 20 million dol
lars, the tax necessary to perform these services satisfactorily be
comes confiscatory. Under the present constitution this condition can
not be greatly altered for the number of county officials cannot be
reduced without an anlendment to the constitution since they are all
designated in the con.stitution. Counties are further handicapped in
that most of the services are forced upon them by the state.

Under present conditions it is impossible to set up a governlnent
in a small county that can administer all the services economically
that have been enumerated. Where there are less than 1,000 or even
;),000 people, the per capita cost will be too great to Inaintain a county
organization even if it is only a skeleton organization.

Second, another fact that must be considered is the amount of
income the entire population must have in order to support the county
government. It may not be possible under present conditions to set
any definite limits upon the percentage of incolne that should be taken
to support county government but, in normal times, 0.5 percent to 1.5
percent would be perhaps a reasonable percentage.

Third, another factor of importance 1vhich must be taken into
consideration is the concentration of population. In Colorado the
population is very sparse. There are no great industrial areas or
semi-urban areas ,vhere population per square nlile is as great as
512 people per square mile as it is in Pennsylvania or 213 people per
square Inile as it is in lVlassachusetts. The population in the consoli
dated counties should be preferably over 20,000 but here again it is
almost impossible to set up a practical county consolidation contain
ing this nunlber of people.

OBJEC1'IVES IN COUN'l'Y CONSOLIDATION As A l\IEANS OF TAX RE

DUCTloN.-Therefore, after an analysis of the yarious econolllic factors,
vve have reached the conclusion that the follo\ying factors should be
considered in setting up an economic unit of county government ,vhieh
should be the basis for consolidation of counties in Colorado:

1. The consolidated county should have at least 20 million dol
lars in assessed yaluation under present conditions and price levels,
or it should have sufficient ,vealth to lllaintaill a county government
at a reasonable cost to the taxpayers.
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2. The consolidated county should have a population of at least
20,000 people.

3. T:axes for county purposes should not exceed 1.5 percent of
the gross income of the population.

4. Distances to county seat should not be over 60 miles for the
greater percentage of the population.

5. County lines should not cross mountain ranges.

6. The inhabitants should have easy accessibility to all parts
of the county.

7. The natural flo,v of traffic should be toward the larger cities
and towns.

THE ADVANTAGES OF COUNTY CONSOLIDATION

BIGGER AND CHEAPER COUNTIES NEEDED.-Study of the organiza
tion of county government in Colorado shows the defects in our
present system of small counties and indicates the possibilities of sav
ing by adopting larger taxing units for the support of county gov
ernInent.

The very vveak organization of the present system defies adminis
tration which is either efficient or economical. The present poor or
ganization manifests itself in improper administrative responsibilities,
unnecessary duplication of services and an excessive number of SInall
counties having povver to levy taxes and incur indebtedness.

There has been too little attention paid to the reduction of the
overhead and administrative costs of the units of goverllment-school
districts, road districts, towns, cities and counties. Our governlnent
units are too small. There is a multiplicity of petty offices and mul
tiplication of costs.

TAXPAYERS CAN'T SUPPORT EIGHT JAILs.-In Colorado there is
a block of eight contiguous counties in the San Juan Basin with a
population of 31,743 in 1930, and an assessed valuation of only $31,
957,372 in 1932, where they Inaintain eight county governments, eight
sets of county officers, eight county courts, eight courthouses, eight
jails, eight boards of county commissioners, numerous town and city
governments and sets of officers. This block of counties together
have scarcely enough resources to maintain one courthouse and one
set of cOlmty officers, and asses~ments for 1933 are 10 to 15 percent
below those of 1932. These eight counties maintain 131 school dis
tricts and school boards, and many minor public officials adlninister
ing public affairs and expending public money.
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Table ZO.-San .Juan Basin counties, Colorado.l

33

Assessed Population Number of

County valuation 1932 1930 school districts

Archuleta $ 3,672,188 3,204 22

Dolores 1,270,075 1,414 10

Hinsdale 836,468 449 4

La Plata 11,770,815 12,975 38

Montezuma 4,543.050 7,798 30

Ouray 3,187,602 1,784 J2

San Juan 3.247,994 1,935 1

San Miguel 3,429,180 2,184 14:

$31,957,372 31,743 131

lColorado Tax Commission, 1!)32.

Think of the saving in having one courthouse, one jail, and one
poor farm with their expensive upkeep costs, and one set of county
officials \vhere no,v there are several! Larimer County ,vith only
one set of county officials has a larger population and assessed valua
tion than the entire eight counties yet it has difficulty in supporting
the essential services of county government. Larimer COuntY'8 popu
lation was 33,137 in 1930 and its assessed valuation $39,082,190 in
1932.

CONSOLIDATION OF THINLY POPULATED AREAS. - Consolidation
,vould work best ,vhere counties are small and thinly populated. There
is little reason for such counties to have almost the same overhead
and administrative expense as larger and more thickly populated
counties. Then, again, Nature has fixed certain natural boundaries,
such as the San Luis Valley of Southern Colorado, for which consoli
dation was first proposed. This valley, ,vith all-year good roads,
seems meant by Nature for one county and one judicial district, as it
has one climate, one ,vater shed and is entirely surrounded by high
111ountains. It already has lllany excellent consolidated schools.

Fred L. J\.forris, of the nlorris Land Company, a supporter of
county consolidation since 1925 says:

I. One state in Old l\Iexico has three leg-islatures and Seyell gOY

e1'n01'8! We laugh-,vhy? San Luis \Talley has six sets of officials
for its population of 41,000 in 1930, one county having less than 700
people~ and none having over 10~000 population ,vith an assessed valu
ation of only $:37,678,410."

If consolidation is {{; gooel thing for 'ra·ilroads (JJl,d big bus·i'ness
in eli1ninating ove'rllead expenses, ,it -is a good th'ing for the
biggest bus'iness oj all-govern1nent. Long- ago the plan was recog
nized by school districts lllerging to save 1110ney or get better schools
or both.
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Heretofore the custom ,vas to divide large counties. l~arlners

voted for the division in order to place thenlselves within driving dis
tance of the county seat, but distance has been greatly eliminated by
autoll10biles, good roads, telephones, rural mail, daily press, radio,
and the nearest bank attending to the collection of the farmer's taxes
and other business transacted by him in person. So the location of
the county buildings and county officials is far less im~ortant than
forlnerly.

In the horse-an d-buggy age, 20 Iniles Vla~ a day's journey; no'\"
200 miles in an autoll10bile is a matter of hours. 'Vhat does all this
11lean ~ It means that the unit of government can be enlarged "\vithout
a surrender of the principle of local self government to which "\ve are
all committed. In practical effect, our states are not so large no"\v as
a county was 30 years ago. The people in the eight San Juan counties
referred to have forfeited lands worth thousands of dollars beeause
they cannot pay their taxes. These taxes ,,,ere computed on the basis
of eight jails and hundreds of other duplications for less than 32,000
people. They couldn't pay-they can't pay for eight jails!

COUNTY CONSOLIDATION 'VOULD EQUALIZE COUNTY T'AX BURDEN.

-The elimination of counties ,vith a high cost of county adnlinistra
tion by cOllnty consolidation ,vould have a tendency to equalize taxes
between counties. It is desirable to forn1 consolidated counties vvith
as large a valuation as possible, taking into consideration all the lilnit
ing factors of mountain ranges, accessibility, comu1unication, trallspor
tation, natural flovv of traffic, economic pursuits or comlllon interests.

The smaller the area and ,vealth of county governlllents, study
has 8ho"\"n, the greater the inequalities in costs of county g'overnll1cnt
tend to become; the larger the areas, the more likely are these in
equalities to be smoothed out. The same practice is recognized in
giving federal aid to state highway construction. The need for high
ways in the different states bears no fixed relationship to their ,vealtll
or population. If the counties ,vere larger the burden ,vould prob
ably tend to be equalized.!

Under the present systenl of 68 counties, the tax rates vary frolll
very high to comparatively lo'v rates, the amount of variation being
determined by differences in wealth. For example, the tax rates
necessary to sup'port the present program of county governlnent are
from four to five times greater in the poorer counties than the tax
rates required in the rich counties. In Hinsdale County the tax
payers pay more than five times the rate of the taxpayers in Weld

1 Porter, Kirk H. "County Consolidation and Lower Taxes." Journal of Busi
ness. University of Iowa. 12:8 April, 1932.
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County in supporting the county program. Weld County probably
gets a better quality of service too. It should be noted that the
poorer counties almost invariably must bear a heavier tax in order
to meet the actual county program no'\" in operation.

Two PLANS OF COUNTY CONSOLIDATION DISCUSSED

Jn order to illustrate ho\v consolidation would equalize the tax
burden in a typical group of counties, we shall take a group of coun
ties which might form the basis of a consolidation. One test is to
compare the county tax rate necessary to support the county program
in counties of different degrees of ,vealth.

For example, the tax rate for ordinary county purposes in Jef..
ferson COlmty in 1931 was 4.21 mills, in Clear Creek County 8.20
Inills, and in Gilpin County 8.50 mills. If these counties were grouped
together in a consolidation which we will call Plan No.1, an average
tax rate of all the counties or 5.23 mills applied to all the property
in the three counties should support the present county program. The
luill levy would be increased slightly in Jefferson County but the
levy in the other two counties ,vould be reduced, resulting in an equal
ization for all counties, but there would be no reduction in the cost of
operating the counties and therefore no object in consolidation under
this plan.

Table 21.-EqualizaUon of tax rate in a typical consolidation.

Ordinary Assessed
county valuation

County mill lC'Yy Jf):31 Revenue

.Jefferson 4.21 $25,514,255 $107,415
Clear Creek 8.20 5,273,230 43,240
Gilpin 8.50 3,152,556 26,797

Resnlts in consolidation 5.23 $33.D-10,041 $177,452

Carrying out this idea for other counties, ,ve find that the range
in tax rates is reduced under this plan fronl a luaxinluln of 11 mills in
1931 (Hinsdale County) to a maxilnulll of 7.72 mills (Chaffee consoli
dation.) Under this plan of consolidation, the highest tax for ordinary
county purposes '\vould be 7.72 nlills, Chaffee consolidation proposal,
~nd the lo'\vest 2.39 Inills, the Weld County consolidation proposal,
1£ the proposed county consolidations ,vere carried out. In 1931 the
range in tax rates from highest to lo'\vest ,vas from 11 to 2 mills.
In 1931, 11 counties had tax rates exceeding 7.72 Inills for cOlmty
purposes or 25 counties had more than 5.50 mills ,vhile under the con
solidation proposals only five counties ,vonld have tax rates exceed
ing 5.5 Inills. (See Table 22.)
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This plan oj consol·idcJ,tion ,is discaTded because it merrely equal

izes the tam rate ~v'itho1lt Teducing the cost of county goveTn.1nenf.

Table 22.-Tax rates for ordinary poor and contingent fund by individual counties,
and weighted tax rates of county consolidations', 1931.

,..-j

o
§Z
~ ~
~ ':'j

'0 ':::.
~:=: -
~ £ ~
::Sl=l~

8 ~ ;
Group I-Arapahoe

Adams
Douglas
Elbert

Group 2-Chaffee
Lake

Group 3--Denver
Group 4-El Paso

Parks
Teller

Group ~Garfield

Eagle
Pitkin
Rio Blanco

Group G-Grand
Summit

Group 7-Jackson
Group 8--Jefferson

Clear Creek
Gilpin

Group 9-Kit Carson
Cheyenne
Lincoln

Group lO--La Plata
Archuleta
Dolores
~Iontezulna

S'an Juan
Group I1-Larimer

Boulder
Group 12-Las Animas

lIuerfano

3.90
4.06
3.75
2.69
7.50
8.00
4.39
3.73
5.30
8.00
5.85
7.50
5.83
5.60
5.00
7.75
4.00
4.21
8.20
8.50
4.02
2.76
4.23

5.22
5.00
9.50
8.30
8.50
3.16
3.00
4.51
6.80

3.71

7.72
4.39

4.39

6.19

6.12
4.00

5.23

3.92

6.40

3.08

Group 13-Logan 3.17
Phillips 3.23
Sedgwick 3.19

Group 14-l\fesa 4.00
Delta 6.15

Group 15--l\10ntrose 5.91
Gunnison 3.82
Hinsdale 11.00
Ouray 5.80
San Miguel 8.01

Group 16-0tero 3.05
Crowley 2.80

Group 17-Prowers 5.60
Baca 4.2
Bent 4.11
Kiowa 4.00

Group IS-Pueblo 3.51
Custer 9.00
li'remont 4.71

Grou[, 19-f{outt 3.80
:Moffat n.oo

Group 2O-San Luis Valley
Alamosa 4.50
Conejos 6.10
Costilla 10.00
l\fineral 7.50
Hio Grande 5.00
Saguache 5.00

Group 21-"\" ..."'ld 2.0S
n'1organ 3.53

Group 22-Yuma 2.6f)
vVashington 3.78

3.19

4.70

5.33

3.54

4.61

3.00

5.74

2.39

3.09

Source: Tax Comlnission Report, 1931.

lVlost of the proposed consolidations under Plan No. 2 center
around a county which has a high valuation and a. low tax rate.
In other words, we have designated a strong county as the cen
tral unit of the consolidation. With very fe"\\T exceptions these strong
er counties do have the lowest tax rate of the proposed consolidated
groups. With efficient administration, the ne"\v county should raise
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enough revenue from this low tax rate to defray all consolidated
county costs.

The poorer counties have the most inefficient offices, the most
lax financial practices, and highest overhead costs in relation to value
of business done. It is reasonable to believe that if each of these weak
counties ,vere annexed to a strong county under Plan No.2, the ad
ministrative staff of the larger county ,vould have to be increased
hardly at all, a better quality oj service could be extended over the
"Thole consolidation area, and the tax rate enjoyed by the whole area
would be only slightly, if any, above that of the no,v more favored
county.

The consolidation of counties might therefore be expected to re
duce and at the same time equaUze the cost of county government
and improve the quality of public service.

Concrete illllstrations sho,,! ho,v t.he second plan works. For ex
ample, in 1931, IVIesa County had $27,000,000 valuation and a 4-nlill
levy while Delta County had a $13,000,000 valuation and a 6.15-mill
levy. This consolidation should be able to operate on 4 mills applied
to the valuation of the two counties. (See Group 14, Table 22.)

In another typical case, Group 8, Jefferson County has a $25,000,
000 valuation and a mill levy of 4.21 Inills while Clear Creek has a
valuation of $5,000,000 and a mill le·v-y of 8.20. Gilpin County has a
$3,000,000 valuation and an 8.50 mill lev3T. The proposed consoli
dation made up of these three counties should operate on 4 mills ap
plied to the valuation of the three counties. Some areas, such as the
San L:uis Valley, Group 20, have no outstanding connty ,vith a high
valuation and lo,v mill levy but four out of the six counties have
valuations ranging between 8 and 10 million dollars vvith levies of 4.5
to 5 mills for ordinary purposes.

The savings ,vould be effected thru the eliInination of waste and
duplication rather than thru a reduction of iUlportant functions.
Consolidation ,vould result in constructive econolny thru reorganiza
tion of county governUlent and the elinlination of useless officials. de
partments and county organizations.

The equalizing tendency of county consolidation is sho,vn by the
fact that there are no cOllnties after consolidation ,vith extremely high
tax rates and others ,vith very lo\v tax rates. Taxpayers in the forluer
slnall cQunties ,vould pay under consolidation practically the saIne
tax rate for county purposes as taxpayers in the lllore prosperous
and abler counties did before consolidation. (See Figure 9.)

A state divided into comparatively large counties "viII reveal
fewer extrenle differences in ability to pay taxes than a state with
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s111all counties as taxing units. The smaller the counties, the greater
the opportunity for extremes of wealth in individual counties. The
larger the counties, the less probable it will be that any given county
will be extren1ely "\vealthy or extremely poor. Analyses show that,
altho the development of larger counties does reduce the extremes of
inequality and improves the equalization situation, it can seldom re
sult in entirely satisfactory equalization of burden.

The equalization principle demands that a satisfactory county
program be made available in all localities without throwing more
burden upon one locality than upon any other. Consolidation has a
marked tendency to distribute the burden of county government
equally among the people in all localities according to taxpaying
ability.

COUNTY CONSOLIDATION SIIOULD CUT TI-IE (~OST FOR ADlVIINISTRA
TIVE PURPosEs.-The reduction in the cost of county government is the
most important reason for suggesting consolidation. Taxpayers ask
this question: vVill it reduce county taxes? The possibility of mak
ing a savings by Ineans of consolidation can be shown by taking a
concrete example. To illustrate : Weld County governnlent costs ,,,ill
be compared ,,,ith proposed consolidated counties because it is one
of the more favored counties "\vith a low tax rate. It has a ,vide diver
sity in economic activities and natural resources. This should be true
of all county units as far as possible and should be the aim of all
consolidation efforts. The ordinary county fund ,viII be used for
purposes of illustration.

Weld County is paying less than other counties for the same kind
and quality of governmental services. (See Table 22.) The follo'w
ing- comparison between Weld County and certain proposed county
consolidations for ordinary county expenditures for 1930 indicates



Table Z'J.-Proposed consolidated counties, tax rates, assessed valuation and population in Colorado, 1031.

Average weighted Present revenue ~fill levy of
mill levies for for ordinary Valuation of strongest county

Consolidated counties con- poor and con- consolidated Population entering consolida-
counties solidated. Plan 1. tingent fund. counties in 10S1 19:30 census tion. Plan 2.

1. 1\rapahoe 3.71 $ 275,519 $ 74,195.69:3 52,970 2.50
2. Chaffee 7.72 128,767 IG.678,56.3 13,025 5.50
3. Denver 4.39 1,948,760 ·±::~5,G:32,6s..~ ~S7.861 4.40
4. El Paso 4.39 :342,101 ~3,025.030 35,763 :3.50
5. Garfield n.10 107,270 :31.867,508 lS.6-±9 5.85
6. Grand 6.12 1'»,8.'39 ]0.59.3.40:2 :3.0D5 5.00
7. .Jackson '-1.00 12,445 a,167,830 1,3Sn 4.00
8. .Jefferson G.2:3 177,452 :33,883,261 :25.177 4.21
D. !{it Carson ~{.92 167,24U 44,488,84:2 21,~S 5.50

10. La Plata (;.'-10 ]81,130 28.304,G50 ~7,324 5.00
11. Larimer :3.08 274,755 SD,213,175 G5.593 2.00
1" J.Jas Animas [».1:3 ~64,844 :Jl,G09,915 r':3,070 4.00
13. Logan :3. H) 18l,07H !l6,716,855 :n,323 3.00
14. lvlesa 4.70 188,82!) -10,171,975 -lO.l1:! 4.00
15. :Montrose 5.33 178,54:3 ;33,481,641 21,6.-\~{) 4.50
16. Otero :1.54 112,210 ;n,484.87G :~O,324 3.54
17. Prowers 4.Gl :!5G,nfJl Gf•. 7G9.1HO as.252 3.50
18. Pueblo :{,no :~OO,701 100.12:~,3()n 87,058 3.50
19. Routt 4.4:) 95,750 21,58-~,22S 14,213 3.80
20. San Luis 5.7-1 2:37,on3 41,:295,03:2 41.027 4.50
21. ""Veld :!.:3!l 275,047 1] G,OfrJ ,010 83,381 2.00
22. Ynnl:l ;Lml 105,459 :34,f)(JG.74G 2:~,204 2.65

~rotal 4.:21 ~6,056,780 $1,4:~8,448,O()5 1.035.7D1 3.70

""Veld connty alone used ns
basis for cOlnparison 2.08 ~ 187,922 $ 90,347.02~ t35,097 2.00

:-;ourc(': Colorado 'l'ax COlllIllission. S('e Table 2H for list of counties in eacb consolidation designated here by leading c'ounty of the group.
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,vhat the probable savings vvould be £1'0111 consolidation. Weld County
costs for sup·porting the county program were $187,000; Larimer and
Boulder $274,755; six San Luis Valley counties $237,093; Arapahoe,
Adams, Elbert and Douglas $275,519 ; Provvers, Baca, Bent and I{iowa
$256,950. None of these larger areas of tvvo or more counties included
in the proposed consolidations should be paying much more for county
services than 'Veld County. (See Table 23.)

If the expenditures of these counties by means of consolidation
were reduced to the same cost basis as Weld County, for exaluple,
Larimer and Boulder counties joined together ,vould have the same
population as Weld and should save $87,000 annually; Arapahoe,
Adams, Elbert and Doug-las s;hould save $87,000; Pro,vers, Kiowa,
Bent and Baca should save $88,000; and the San Luis \Talley counties
should reduce costs $;50,000.

SMALL COUNTIES RAVE RIGI! PROPERTY VALUE PER PERSON.-If

poorer counties are annexed or luerged vlith the wealthier counties,
the tax rate of the consolidated areas should not be increased above
that enjoyed by the \vealthiest county in the merged group.

Half of the counties in the state have less than 5,000 population,
but at the same time these sanle eounties have practicall:y the same
assessed valuation per capita as the ,vealthier counties. The 15 poor
counties have an average per capita assessed valuation of $1,552 V\rhile
the 15 rich counties have an average per capita assessed valuation of
$1,398. (See Table 10.) Ten of these 15 poor counties have greater
assessed valuations per capita than any of the counties in the ,vealth
ier group. In fact, in the group of 47 counties belo\v 20 Inillion dol
lars, 26 counties have more assessed valuation per capita than any
of the counties above 20 million dollars in assessed valuation. There
fore a consolidation of small counties should reduce the rates to the
level of that enjoyed now by the more favored counties.

Jefferson County, ,vith a tax rate of 4.21 mills for ordinary coun
ty purposes, has $1,170 per capita assessed valuation, and since this
county is able to carryon administrative purposes on this tax rate and
per capita assessed valuation, other counties should be able to perform
the same services with the same tax rate in neighboring areas if the
per capita assessed valuation of the neighboring areas is as great. The
per capita assessed valuations in the adjoining counties of Clear
Creek and Gilpin are $2,002 and $2,032 per capita. Jefferson County
"vould receive more than enough revenue from these two counties to
pay for the extra costs of assuming administration of this area. Clear
Creek and Gilpin counties would enjoy a cut in tax rate of one-half
from their present tax rate which is 8.2 and 8.5 mills respectively..
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P001~ COUNTIES \VII.JL NOT BE ADDITIONAL BURDEN ON RICH COUN
TIES UNDER CONSOLIDATION.-In the greater majority of cases the con-"
solidations center around a county with high asses.<;ed valuation and a
lovl tax rate. The tax rate of this wealthy county should be large
enough for the group as pointed out above.

It would be a somewhat different problem if all wealthy counties
had $2,000 or $3,000 per capita assessed valuation and all the poorer
counties had only $200 or $300 per capita assessed valuation. If this
were true it would tend to drive the tax rate of the wealthiest county
upward in order to support the small counties. These poorer areas
\vould then be a burden on the stronger and wealthier counties. But,
in 1931 there were only five counties in the state with a per capita
assessed valuation below $1,000.

It follows then, that if this plan No. 2 \vere used in a proposed
consolidaton it "vould be possible to effect a saving of $737,006. (See
Table 24.)

Table 24.----Savings in ordinary, poor and contingent funds due to consolidation
of counties in Colorado.

Revenues from
'l'ax rate of low mill levy Possible
largest county of wealthies t 1931 reven ues savings
in the consoli- county if ap- of consoli- by Con-

Proposed dated group, plied to the dated counties solidation
consolidated per $100 entire con- under the pres- in Plan
eounties* valuation solidation ent system No.2

1. Arapahoe $2.50 $ 185,4:89 $ 275,519 $ 90,080
2. Chaffee 5.50 91,732 128,767 37,035
3. Denver 4.40 1,948,760 1,948,760
4. EI Paso 3.50 290,584 342.101 51,517
5. Garfield 5.85 186,424 197.280 10,856
6. Grand 5.00 52,962 64:,839 11,877
7. Jackson 4.00 12,445 12,445
8. Jefferson 4.21 142,648 177.452 34,804
9. Kit Carson 3.50 155,711 167,240 11,529

10. La Plata 5.00 141,523 181,130 39,607
11. LariIner 2.00 176,426 274-,750 98,324
12. Las Animas 4.00 206,439 264,844 58,405
13. Logan 3.00 170,151 181,076 10,925
14. Mesa 4.00 160,688 188,829 28,141
15. Montrose 4.50 150,667 178,543 27,876
16. Otero 3.54: 112,210 112,210
17. Prowers 3.50 195,175 256,950 61,775
18. Pueblo 3.50 350,432 390,701 40,269
19. Routt 3.80 82,0'20 95,750 13,730
20. San Luis Valley 4.50 185,830 237,093 51,2-63
2l. Weld 2.00 230,128 275,047 44,919
22. Yuma 2.();} 90,356 105,459 15,103

'l'otal $3.70 $5.318,800 $6,056,785 $737,985

Source: Compiled frolu Colorado Tax Commission Records, 1931.
*Key county in proposed consolidation. See Table 26 for list of other counties

in each cOllsolida tion.
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With the creation of ne,,, counties in the past has come a rapid il1
crease in indebtedness and many are nOViT facing a condition compar
able to bankruptcy. Hinsdale County, ,,,ith a population of 449 peo
ple, had outstanding bonds alllounting to $105,500 in 1932. In a COll

solidation, the present county ,vould have to assunle any existing debt.
This, ho,vever, should not prevent the elimination of other overhead
expense thru a merger.

STRONGER COUNTY GOVERNlVIEN'l' POSSIBLE UNDER CONSOLIDATION.

-County consolidation ,vould nlake it possible for the counties to have
stronger governments, that is, better trained and lllore efficient offi
cers capable of giving better service at less cost to the taxpayer by
elinlination of nluch overhead expense.

The luerged or consolidated county is less apt to feel the economic
stress as soon as the small county, and diversification of industry 11lay
be such that all industries are not affected at the sallle time. There
fore, strong governments are desirable and this can be brought about
to a considerable degree by county consolidation ,vhereby practically
all the weaker counties can be elilllinated.

COLORADO

MAP SHOWING PROPOSE:.D COIVsOLIDA'TfOIYS OF' COUNTIes

Figure 10.
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PROPOSED COUNTY CONSOLIDATIONS Ii'OR COLORADO

From the foregoing study of many factors considered in the oper
ation of county government, ,ve propose that the 6:3 counties of Colo
rado be grouped into 22 consolidated areas. In this proposal, due con
sideration has been given to such factors as: The wealth measured by
assessed valuations, population, area in square miles, railroad and
highway connections, gross incomes of county population, costs of ad
lninistration, costs of total county expenditures, mountain ranges,
nlountain passes, natural trade centers, public debt, tax collections,
county lines, distance bet,veen county seats, economic pursuits of the
people, and the amount of patented, forest, homestead and non-pat
ented lands. l\fany other factors have been considered that ,viII not
be 11lentioned. The counties have been listed in 'fable 26 as they
'would be grouped in the proposed consolidation and Figure 10 is
ll1ap sho,ving the proposed grouping, ,vith the ne'v county lines as
proposed in this study. Table 25 gives the approximate areas, assessed
valuation and population for the proposed county consolidations.

One or two consolidations ,viII be discussed in detail to illustrate

Table 25.-Proposed c'ounty consolidation in Colorado.

Proposed Area in Assessed Population
consolidat('d square yaluation 1930 U. S.
county· miles 1931 censuS

1. Arapahoe 4,250 $ 74.H)5,693 52,970
2. Chaffee 1.778 16,678,56.3 13,~5
') Denyer 576 435,632.685 287,8610.

4. El Paso 4,5.32 83.025,030 55,763
5. Garfield 7."183 31,867,508 18,649
6. Grand 2,515 10.592,4D2 3,095
7. Jackson 1,6:32 3,167,830 1,386
8. Jefferson :2,3HO 33.8&3.261 25,177
9. E:it Carson 6,452 44.488,842 21,298

10. La Plata 7,108 28,304.650 27,324
11. Larimer 3.57:3 89,213,175 ('),5,593
12. Las Animas :3,47:{ 51.609.915 5:3,070
]:3. Logan :3,077 56,716,855 31,323
14. ~Iesa 4,027 40,l7I.!)75 40,112
15. :Montrose 10,192 33.481,641 21,686
16. Otero -!.nS5 37.48-1-.875 30,324
17. Prowers G.5:>O 55.7Im.H)\) :38.252
18. Pueblo 4,8-19 100.12:3,369 87,058
10. Houtt G,nG7 ~1.5S4.:t2S 14,213
~O. San Luis Valley 7,41:3 -11.295.G52 41,027
21. 'Veld 4,948 115.0M.OlO 83,381
22. Yuma 4,880 34.096.746 23,204:

Total 10:3,650 $1,-:1.:38.4-48.065 1,035,791

Source: Colorado Yearbook H132. p. 216.

*Only the key or llHl.jor county in the consolidation is designated here. See the
following table for complete list of counties ill each consolidation.
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Table 2G.-Counties grouped for proposed consolidation.

Consolidated county Consolidated county
Present designated by Present designated by
eounty key county as: (;ounty key county as:

Adams

I
Logan

{ Logan No. 13Arapahoe Phillips
Douglas Arapahoe No.1 Sedgwick
Elbert l Mesa [ Mesa No. 14
Chaffee Chaffee No. 2 Delta
Lake

Montrose IMontrose No. 15

Den'\er 1 Denver No.3 Ouray

EI Paso {
San Miguel

Teller EI Paso NO.4
IIinsdale

Part of Park
Gunnison

Garfield

t
Otero [Otero No. 16

Rio Blanco Crowley

Eagle Garfield No. 5 Prowers

fPitkin Baca

Grand r Grand No.6 Bent 1Prowers No. 17

&ummit L
Kiowa

Jackson ~ .Jackson No.7 Pu"eblo {Fremont Pueblo No. 18
Jefferson

J Jefferson No.8
Custer

Clear Creek
Gilpin l Routt [ Routt No. 19

Moffat
Kit Carson

{ Kit Carson No.9Cheyenne Alamosa

Lincoln Conejos
Costilla San Luis Valley No. 2Q

La Plata

t
l\fineral

Archuleta Rio Grande
Montezuma La Plata No. 10 Saguache
Dolores

Weld Weld No. 21
Boulder [ Larimer No. 11 !\forgan
Larimer

Yuma Yuma No. 22

Las Animas [ Las .A ulmus No. J::? 'Yashington
Huerfano

the manner in which each consolidation was considered. The first
consolidation to be discussed is that of the San Luis Valley.

THE SAN LUIS VALLEY CONSOLIDATION OFFERS A MEANS

OF REDUCING TAXES

A detailed discussion of one of the consolidations is given to
shovv the manner of analyzing each group. Space does not permit
a detailed discussion of other consolidations which are contained in
the original study on file in the college library.
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PHYSICAL FEATURES OF THE SAN LUIS VALLEY CONSOLIDATION.

The San Luis Valley was once the location of an immense lake. It is
drained by the Rio Grande River \vhich flo\vs thru the valley from a
northwesterly to a southeasterly direction. The mountains encircle this
valley north, east and west, and it opens on the south into New Mexico.
The continental divide forms the \vestern and northwestern boundary
while the Sangre de Cristo and Culebra ranges form the eastern line.
At the junction of these mountain ranges and the divide on the north,
there is an outlet to the north. This northern pass is open the year
round. All the other passes are very high and closed at times. (See
Figure 11.)

Figure 11.

C1.unbers Pass is 10,003 feet in elevation; ""Volf Creek Pass is
10,850 feet; Cochetopa Pass, 10,032 feet. These are all in the conti
nental divide. La 'Teta Pass is 9,339 feet in elevation and is the
Inain outlet on the eastern side.

The entire area of the six counties involved contains 8,061 square
nliles. Of this amount 5,694 square nliles or 70.64 percent of the
area is comprised of non-patented lands or non-taxable land. Mineral
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and Saguache counties both cross the continental divide and that por-
.tion across the continental divide, if taken off, ",Tould probably cut
800 or 1,000 1110re square Illiles from the original area of six counties
in the valley. The area within the valley ,vould be approximately
7,000 square miles, \vith probably 55 to 60 percent of this in non
patented lands and 18 percent in grazing land. A circle ,vith a
radius of 20 miles dra",rn around Alamosa, the only to\vn in the valley
over 5,000 population, includes nearly all the farming land except
land to the north around the to\vn of Saguache ,vhich is \vithin 52
miles of Alamosa. lVlost of the land not included in the 20-mile radius
is largely non-patented land of little value except for grazing pur
poses.

The areas that do not lie in the valley should be excluded from
the consolidation for they are inacce&~ible to the cOlmty seat ,vhen
snow closes th~ passes. FtlrtherIllore, they are not a part of the valley,
and people on the north side of the range in Saguache County do
business in Gunnison ,vhile those on the south side of the range in
l\1:ineral County go to Pagosa Springs or Durango. .rrhese towns are
logical centers of trade and interest. At tinles the sheriff under pres
ent conditions cannot reach these mountain areas on the other Ride
of the range for months at a time.

T·A.t.""{ REVENUE OF THE SAN LUIS VALLEy.-Six counties, Alalllosa,
Conejos, Costilla, lVlineral, Rio Grande, Saguache and a small part of
Hinsdale, are trying to carryon a six-county government in this
area. Sixty percent of the area yields practically no tax revenue
and 18 percent consists of grazing" land \vhich yields very little. This
leaves 20 to 25 percent of the area to carry the tax load since taxes are
based on the o\vnership of property. The six cOlmties had an assessed
valuation of $41,295,652 and a population of 41,027 in 1931. Not
one of these counties contains Inore than 10 million dollars of assessed

Table 27.-San Luis Valley (;'ounty statistic:s, ID31.

Tax rate per RevelJue de-
$100 valuation rived frOIll

Assessed for ordinary, the mill levy Popula-
valuation poor and con- on general tion

County 1931 tingent fund property IH30

Alamosa $ 9,061,216 $ 4.50 $ 40,775 8.602
Conejos 7,865,9>65 6.10 47,981 9,803
Costilla 4,549,550 10.00 45,596 5,779
Mineral 1,468,280 7.50 11,012 640
Rio Grande 9,416,732 5.00 47,084 9,n53
Saguache 8.934,2'(y') 5.00 44,671 6,25(}

Total and
average $41,2U5,652 $ 5.74 $2'37,119 41,027

Source: Colorado Yearbook 1932. p. 216, 217.



December, 1933 COUNTY CONSOLIDATION IN COLORADO 47

valuation, and in the previous discussion, 20 million dollars marked
the dividing line bet\veen rich and poor counties.

ESTIMATED SAVINGS FROM CONSOLIDATION. - These six counties
raised $237,093 for administration of the county program ,vhich ,vas
$50,000 more than ,vas necessary for the same purpose in Weld
County, and Weld County has 20,000 more people.

AMOUNT OF INCOME NECESSARY 'fO PAY COUNTY TAxEs.-Taxes
for county purposes consumed on an average of 1.4 percent of the
O'ross income of the people of these counties compared with 1.5 per
~ent in Weld County and 1.1 percent in the 15 rich counties. (See
Table 28.)

Table 28.-Helationship between gross income and county disbursements in
San Luis Valley counties, 1929.

Percentage
County2 coun ty expense

Grossl disburse- js of gross
Counties income ments income

Alamosa $ 9,257,830 $107,385 1.2

Conejos 7,68.5.251 105,725 1.4
Costilla 2,169,919 94,418 4.4
Mineral 836,877 46,870 5.6
Rio Grande 13,365,604 92,097 .7
Saguache 8,GOO. 659 139,7G3 1.tJ

$42,006,140 $5SG,258 1.4:

lCowpiled by Tax DiYisioll. Colorauo Agricultural College.
2Source: Colorado Tax Comrnission Report, 1929.

TAX D'EI.J1NQUENCy.-Two of these counties, Costilla and l\Iineral,
have been in bad financial shape for years. Conejos has not been
much better. For the 5-year period, 1927 thru 1931. Costilla County
was able to collect only 45 percent of the taxes and in 1931 only 39
percent was collected. Conejos collected only 71 percent of her taxes

. for the same 5-year period and for the year 1931. 40 percent of the
taxes. T'ax collections for 1931 ,vere extrenlely lo,y, averag-ing- 60.6
percent for the six counties. (See Table 29.)

This table sho,Ys the Inarked reduction in tax collections bet\veen
the years 1930 and 1931. Costilla being the only county \vhich did
not have a reduction fronl the previous year.

INDUSTRIAL ACTIVrry.-Agriculture is the Inain industry of the
valley. Alamosa is the only county in the area ,vith any luanufactur
iug. The inconle fronl Inanufacturing alnounted to $1,500,000 in 1929.
Under present economic conditions prices of grain, livestock and truck
gardening are so lo,Y that people are unable to pay their taxes, con
sequently county governnlents are unable to raise enough revenue to
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Table 29.-Tax collections for the six counties of San Luis Valley for 1930,
1931 and a 5-year period, 1927 to 1931 inC'lusive.

County

Alamosa
Conejos
Costilla
Mineral
Rio Grande
Saguache

Average

Source: State Auditor's records.

Percentage of Taxes Collected

5-year average
1930 1931 1927-1931

76.67 57.92 78.17
65.14 40.27 71.71
37.58 3fi.08 45.27
84.61 80.58 87.95
79.47 43.03 80.65
83.M 62.34 85.55

71.13 60.60 74.55

Denver, Colorado.

meet the current expenditures. These counties are doubly handi
capped because of their distance from markets and the high cost of
transportation. As a result, producers are unable to sell much of
their produce 'outside of the valley at a profit at the present time.

SOCIAL FAcTO:Rs.-The standard of living is much lower in some
counties than in others because of the large Spanish population. Some
difficulties might arise because of this factor if an attempt were made
to consolidate the Spanish populated counties with the other counties
in the valley.

ADVANTAGES TO BE GAINED BY CONSOLIDATION.-County consoli
dation in San Luis Valley of six counties, Alamosa, Conejos, Costilla,
Mineral, Rio Grande and Saguache, would mean one government in
stead of six. It would equalize taxes. There would be one county
consisting of 41 million dollars of assessed valuation and 41,000 pop
ulation.

Geographical features do not prevent this change but tend to
favor the consolidation of counties into one economic unit. Distance
from county seat for the greater majority of the people \vould be un
der 50 miles in most cases. County lines would not cross lTIountain
ranges, the inhabitants "\vould have ready access to the county seat,
and the natural flow of traffic would be toward the largest town.

Finally, the San Luis Valley consolidation should offer a means
for reducing the cost of administering the county program at least
$50,000 annually. The quality of county governmental services should
improve considerably.

COUNTY CONSOLIDATION HAS CERTAIN DRAWBACI{S

OBSTACLES TO COUNTY CONSOLIDATloN.-In attempting" to outline
a. plan of county consolidation we must recognize that certain diffi
cult obstacles must be overcome. Obstacles to be faced by those who
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advocate county consolidation are the constitutional barriers, the
opposition of political parties and the present office holders, the pride
of the local citizen in his county, the loss of patronage, and the dif
ference in wealth and population among the counties. The paramount
question in the minds of all taxpayers is: Will it save money and
will it improve government?

CONSTITUTIONAL OBSTACLES IN COLoRADo.-There are a number
of constitutional changes necessary to change the present county
boundaries, to consolidate or change the form of county government.

How county consolidation may be accomplished is not very clear.
It is not mentioned in the constitution, neither does it mention how
new counties may be created. However, it is implied that the latter
may he done by the legislature alone.

In a test case that arose over the formation of Teller County,
the Supreme Court ruled that the legislature alone had power to
create new counties.!

"Where counties are created by name in the State constitution
the legislature has no po\ver to create or to provide for new counties.
vThen it is found desirable to create new counties in such a case a
constitution amendment is necessary. "2

Counties are not created by name in the Colorado constitution,
as l\.rticle XIV, Section 1, reads: "The several counties of the Ter
ritory of Colorado as they no",v exist, are hereby declared to 00 coun
ties of the state."3 This statement eliminates any necessity of amend
ing the constitution.

The general assembly do~s not have the power to move a county
seat, but this is provided by general law. The act requires a majority
of the qualified electors of the county, voting at a general election,
to change the county seat. It cannot be voted on oftener than every
4 years. 4

The question of the location of the county seat is an old one and
lilauy bitter fights have been waged over this problem. This same
battle would arise again under consolidation. Ho,vever, the legis
lature may designate a temporary location and the people may select
the perInanent location later.

There are nunlerous instances ,vhere county boundaries could be
profitably changed. For example, Saguaehe County crosses the con-

1 Frost and Pfieffer. 26.C.343.59 p. 147.
2Fairlie and I(neir. County Governml:\nt and Adrninistration. p. 58. 1930.
3Colorado Constitution. Art. Xl V, Sec. ].
4Colorado Constitution. Art. XIX. Sec. 2.
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tinental divide. The portion of the county across the divide on the
north could be added to Gunnison County to the advantage of both.
Hinsdale is another county that lies in three separate valleys, bring
cut twice by the continental divide. The striking off and the adding
of territor~y is provided for in the constitution. " No part of th~

territory of any county shall be striken off and added to an adjoining
county, ,vithout first submitting the question to the qualified voters
of the county from which the territory is proposed to be striken off:
nor unless a nlajority of all the q.ualified voters of the said count);
voting on the question shall vote therefore."l

POLITICAL OPPOSITION.-Political parties ordinarily resent and
fight any change in form of county government or county consoli
dation. Consolidation ,vould destroy many county organizations and
would necessitate reorganization. It would give rise to jealousies
since the smaller county groups would not relish the faGt that their
party or group ,vould come under the control of larger and stronger
bodies. The less populous county will object to consolidation, be
cause its citizens will be in the minority on election day. For example,
lllany small counties have elected Delnocrats to office year after year.
After consolidation the Republicans might predominate because larger
counties have often elected R.epublicans year after year. The vote of
the smaller Democratic groups would be lost. In other cases the R€
publicans would probably lose. There would also be fe\ver officials
and appointive positions or political plums.

Porter contends that "The practical, political resistance to such
a program would be tremendous. The very foundations of our party
system are deeply rooted in the county. Resistance of office holders
and their friends would practically be unanimous, for such a project
would affect them all. Every member of legislature would be in
volved. Indeed it would be hard to imagine any sort of refoflU

measure that would affect more positions or go deeper into the gov
ernmental structure than a program of connty consolidation."2

Political opposition may be overcome by the vote of the people.
The task is a hard one and requires much organized "vork and effort
on the part of the taxpayers. 'rhe press is also an inlportant factor in
such an undertaking. People must be convinced of the desirability
and soundness of the change. A concrete example of political opposi
tion is given in the resolution passed by the Colorado Association of
County Commissioners ,vhich ,vent on record opposing county eon-

lColorado Constitution. Art. XIV, S~C. 3.

2Porter, I{irk H., "County Consolidation and Lower Taxes." Journal of Busi
ness, University of Iowa, p. 7, Vol. 12, No.5. April, 1932.
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solidation. I;arge road-machinery companies sponsored these resolu
tions, according to reports of the House of Representatives which
threatened to make an investigation.

The State Association of County Commissioners of Colorado at
its tvventy-fifth annual convention in Denver on January 20, 1933,
passed the following resolution opposing county consolidation: (, Be
it resolved that this Association go on record as opposing any legisla
tion designed with the vie'v of proposing consolidation of any county,
or group of counties, in the State of Colorado, into a different
Connty."l The resolution \vas voted on and carried unanimously..

It might be asked, What ,vould become of the office holders ,vho
\vould lose their jobs? Forty county governments, or approximately
this number, would be discontinued. This ,vould throw many out of
\vork \vho ,vonld have to find lle\V emploYlnent. Hinsdale County
has only 449 people or about 90 families in the entire county and about
one family out of five is employed by the county in some capa.city.
The present office holders ,voulcl be forced into other types of em
ployment.

OPPOSITION OF rrHE PEoPLE.-The opposition to county consolida
tion because of local pride, tradition and hopes of the people for the
future developnlent of the county are real obstacles to such a plan.

The time has arrived ,vhen economic conditions have made people
desirous of most any ehange that ,viII rednee costs. The press is full
of the denla.nds of the taxpayers asking for more changes, more sav
ings, and nlore efficieney in governnlent.

1\.n intervie'v ,vith prolninent business men and bankers in some
of the small counties indicated that there ,vas a need for consolidation
and that these Inen favored county consolidation provided, ho\vever,
that the county seat of the consolidated area was placed in their home
to,vn.

People ,viIi require a vast all10unt of education and influential
individuals ,viII have to be convinced or persuaded tha.t the ne'v re
£01'111 ,voulcl benefit them directly by lo,ver taxes and an extraordinary
return in governlnental servic.e for their tax dollar before any con
strnetive action is taken.

The average citizen does not take up ne,v ideas in government
very' readily. He is extrelnely conser'vative and ,viII not change his
ideas or vie,vpoints quic.kly. lIe is afraid of the unkno,vn.

IProceedings anti Annual Heport of the State Association of County Comnlis
sioners. Deln'cr, Colorado. Jan. 20, 103;). p. H)~.
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A specific example of the opposition of the people to county con
solidation was illustrated by the Taxpayers League of Alamosa
County. The league on February 25, 1933, unanimously voted down
all measures that would involve consDlidation with any county. They
further instructed their state senators and representatives fronl that
district to oppose such measures.

The passage of this res<2lution took place after talks made by two
county commissioners of Alamosa County. These two county commis
sioners attended the twenty-fifth annual convention of the county
commissioners which adopted a resolution opposing any measure fo'r
county consolidation. The move suggests the kind of politjcal activity
to be expected in opposition to consolidation. '

COUNTY CONSOLIDATION WOULD RAISE TI-IE OLD FIGHT OVER
COUNTY SEATs.-T'here are many instances in the early llistory of
western states ,vhere to,:vns within the counties fought over the loca
tion of the cDunty seat. This was especially true in Kansas. Colorado
has had many such fights, the latest being in Chaffee County be
tween Salida and Buena Vista. 'rhe former to"rn ,vas able to out
vote the latter and move the county seat to Salida. Another case
is that of Greeley and Evans in Weld County. Weld County citizens
stole the county courthouse books and took them to Greeley and from
that time on Greeley has been the county seat.

OPPOSITION OF THE PRESS TO CONSOLIDATION.-The Alamosa Daily
Courier has published numerous articles and editorials on county
consolidation during the last year. These editorials have drawn fire
from several towns. The Center newspaper publisher is the latest
to express his opinion. After reviewing all the arguments against
consolidation, he declares finally that "citizens of his to,vn vvould
agree to the combining of counties if Center would be selected as the
county seat. ' '1 This reaction is typical. We are all in favor of county
consolidation if we get the benefit of such a move. Therefore, it seems
obvious that the communities will not get together of their o,vn free
will, even for the sake of saving money in government; hence it is
futile to seek action within the county.

Thus we see there would be a real problem in establishing county
seats. Alamosa would be the logical county seat for the San Luis
Valley, yet no other town would vote for this town. People do not
like to see another tOvvn progressing more than their town and they
are prone to be jealous of these larger centers.

Newspaper editors of the counties likely to be affected ,vaxed
indignant over the bill introduced in the regular session of legisla-

lAlamosa Daily Courier, JaIl. 5, 1933.
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ture in 1933 by Senator lYIanly of Denver, \vhich would reduce the
number of Colorado counties from 63 to 35.

, 'T'he proposal," says the Del Norte Prospector, "is impractical,
unreasonable, fantastic, and will prove to be nothing more than just
one more bill relegated to the ash can. What we cannot understand
is why George, since he is so perturbed over the 'tax burden,' did not
propose in his bill to make Denver the county seat of all Colorado and
thus cut taxes to the bone."

The Leadville Herald-Democrat, discussing reapportionment as
'well as the movement to reduce the number of counties, becomes al
nlost plaintive:

"The drive is Oll. The' ghost counties' must go, and all we can
do here in these mountains is to hearten our own representatives, and
to make them feel that their own people are behind them."

The editor of the Hugo Ledger, however, is not inclined to a
policy of non-resistance.

"Some 'bright' Denver lawyer who happens to be a member of
the Colorado legislature has conceived the idea that what the state
needs to do to reduce taxes is to combine the counties and cut out
expenses of such government."

, 'There is no economy in such a proposal, and the people of this
district will readily unite to prevent the bill from becoming a reality.

"Mr. IVlanly, the said Denver la"ryer, is all' ,vet' on such a pro
posal, and is being misled by a small group of citizens. The main
thing he forgot to include in such a bill was to turn the country back
to the Indians and have a territorial government with Denver at the
head, so that the people would not be burdened with any county
administration or expenses at alL" 1

Senator Chas. F. R,umbaugh~ representing Hinsdale, San Juan,
Ouray and Archuleta counties, introduced a county consolidation
enabling act in the second special session of the legislature in 1933,
in spite of the above criticism.

AVOIDING OBSTACLES OF CONSOLIDATION

In the previous discussion, the advantages and disadvantages of
couuty consolidation have been discussed. However, the obstacles to
be overcome, such as constitutional changes, political opposition and
the opposition of office holders are so great as to make the reform
very difficult to attain. It is always difficult to up-root existing

----
lEditorial, Rocky Mountain News, Denver, Colorado, Jan. 1933.
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governrnents, or to change political boundaries or abolish existing
offices.

REDISTRIBUTION OF COUNTY ]'UNCTIONS.-As a means of over
cOIning these difficulties that face changes in area it is believed that
better results in reducing local property taxes can be obtained by
a redistribution of county functions to units of larger area or to the
state. Certain functions SUCll as supervision and maintenance of high
,vays, schools, policing, health "vork, the support of tuberculosis work,
the financing of old-age pensions, the care of unemployed and certain
other welfare works are no longer confined to local areas, but are of
state and national scope. It is much easier to shift one function that
is already under state aid or supervision which the people have be
COlne accustomed to than it i~ to change completely county areas or
the forms of government.

IVlany of these functions are already being shifted to state control
and taxpayers ,vould not raise much objection to shifting the entire
support of many functions to the state if the shift "vould lighten the
general property tax. Recently in Colorado, the support of old-age
pensions, fornlerly a county function, has been shifted from a loeaI tax
on the general property to state and locally adnlinistered taxes,
licenses and fees.! The care of the insane, the feeble-minded, orphans
and juvenile cases was shifted from the county to state support sev
eral years ago. Again, for example, if it ,vere possible to shift the
responsibility of the entire county road system to state control and
support, and as a result, finance the operation of the county roads
from the gasoline and motor vehicle taxes ,vithout calling upon the
general property tax, the county taxpayers ,vould not be apt to resist.
Taxpayers realize that counties are no longer able to support the pri
mary roads and in nlany counties they are fast coming to the COll

elusion that they cannot finance the secondary system of highways.
Nearly all the states have taken over certain primary roads ""\vhich
have been centralized under a state department of highways.

The State of North Carolina in 1931 assumed the additional bur
den of maintenance of every nlile of public road in the state and the
full responsibility for the operation of a state-"vide public-school ternl
for 8 months, and as a result the counties and municipalities have
been relieved of this burden on property, which heretofore has con
stituted a considerable proportion of local governmental cost.

North Carolina was the first state in the union to take over
responsibility for all public roads. Pennsylvania, Virginia and New

lSenate Bill 500. An Act Relating to Old Age Pensions, 2Dth General Assem
bly, Session Laws of Colorado, 1933. Chap. 144, 145.
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York have also relieved the counties of the expense of maintaining
county roads by transferring the responsibility for maintaining
county roads to the state. The roads will be maintained without any
property tax and the cost to the citizens will be much less.

The organization of a systematic state-wide school and road sys
tem has resulted in large savings in many states In 1930 the counties
of North Carolina spent more than $8,000,000 on maintenance of local
roads. The first year of state maintenance developed an improved
sta.ndard at two-thirds the cost, and the appropriations for the next
2 years for this purpose is less than half the cost of county main
tenance under the old system. T'he road bill abolished over 600
local road officials.

The trend to relieve property taxes in North Carolina has now
reached the point that property is taxable only by local governments,
and taxable by them mainly for loeal government debt service obliga
tions and the ordinary general expenses of governments, the state
having taken over all other costs of schools and roads. Under these
measures, property tax levies will be extremely low.

Policing is another function that is beeoming more of a state
responsibility every year. The sheriff has always been considered a
state officer. Counties have not been able to cope with the modern
criminal for there is no organized or close cooperation of sheriffs be
tween counties. T'hus, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and oth
er states have organized a system of state police. Practically all
states have organized traffic police control for the highways.

T'he solution of our perplexing county government problem may
be in taking away the more important functions of the county gov
ernment, leaving a mere shell or skeleton of local government because
certain functions can be handled more economically by spreading the
cost of maintaining these functions over a larger area. The tendency
is toward a larger and larger degree of state responsibility for the
financin~ of certain functions thru state aid, state-administered taxes,
and centralization of control directly in the hands of the state. None
except the lllOst local roads carry a prep~nderance of local traffic,
and the mileage of such roads within a given area is too limited to
justify a full complement of modern machinery. R.oads are 110 longer
for neighborhood use; they are avenues of inter-community and inter
state transport and justice demands a broad base of support. Roads
should be supported largely from motor-vehicle taxes and the state
should serve as the collecting agent. Whether it is better that the
revenue be distributed to the localities to be locally expended or that
the state assume the administration of the roads and other functions
only experience will determine.
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COUNTIES MAY UNITE TO CARRY ON CERTAIN FUNCTIONs.-There

is yet another type of redistribution of county functions which does
not involve the state that could be used by Colorado counties to ad
vantage. Certain states allow the counties to unite to carryon certain
functions. Virginia permits counties to organize district poor fa1'n1s.
North Carolina counties have a system of district jails and road camps.
In Kansas, counties may have district road engineers. District road
engineers are also used in Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, South
Dakota and Oregon.

REDISTRIBUTION OF FUNCTIONS TO L~ARGER DrsTRIcTS.-IVluch has
also been accomplished in the redistribution of county Iunctions to
larger areas in the various states. Virginia by an act of 1918, of the
general assembly, authorized counties and cities to elin1inate their
almshouses by consolidating them into a district home for the poor
which would serve all the cooperating units.! As a result 67 counties
in Virginia had abolished their almshouses by mid-year 1929, and in
some cases as many as 8 counties had coop~rated in establishing a
district home. 2

CONCLUSION

This study of county consolidation suggests that it is important
as a means of reducing the cost of county government but because
of certain practical obstacles it will take a long time hefore many con
solidations are put into effect.

A more practical method for reducing the high cost of county
government seems to be a redistribution of certain county functions
to units of large area such as districts cOlnprising several counties or
to the state. In other ,vords, the financing of snch f1.illCtiolls as high
ways, education, policing, and certain types of ,velfare and health
work should be taken over by the state and in SOUle cases adminis
tered by state officials rather than by numerous county officials. No
doubt there is a certain amount of danger in centralizing the adulinis
tration in the hands of a few individuals thus making the corruption
of government easier and .precautions should be taken to avoid this
in any reorganization of local government.

The counties can reduce the cost of the county progranl by adopt
ing modern business methods such as the budget system, nlodern ac
counting, independent audits, centralized purchasing, better lllethods
of financing indebtedness, long-term planning and improved persoll
nel methods, to name a few.

! Virginia Code. Sec. 2812..
2l\fanning, .r. W., The Progress of County Consolidation. Natl. l\luniC". Re\'.

Aug. 1932. p. 512.
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Furthermore, the adoption of optional forms of county govern
ment with centralization of responsibility in a county executive or the
adoption of the county-manager plan ,vould reduce the cost of county
goYernment in counties adapted to this system.

The excellence of this solution is demonstrated by the excellent
results obtained from better business methods and the county-manager
plan in such states as North Carolina. Virginia, NeV\T York, l">ennsyl
vania and California.

T'he citizens and taxpayers of Colorado ,viII probably obtain more
satisfactory and more rapid results by supporting the latter sugges
tion than by means of county consolidations. Any effort to reduce
the cost of county government, regardless of the method used, will
nleet ,,,ith obstaeles of various kinds. The greatest obstacle to over
come is the lack of kno\vledge on the part of the taxpayers.

Then, there is local prejudice. local pride and selfish motives to
overcome. It is said that county consolidation takes local self-govern
luent a,vay from the people. Political opposition is important. The
snlall counties \yould lose representation in the general assembly under
any plan of county consolidation. The resistance of office holders,
road equipment and machinery concerns and of political organizations
is so great that rapid progress is impossible.

Furthermore, there are legal obstructions in the ,vay of any at
teulpt to modernize county government. These must be overcome and
the trail is long and tedious. It is obvious that no matter how burden
SOllle the taxes may become the consolidation of counties will take
place at a very slo,v rate.

In time Inost of the obstacles will be oyercome and county gov
ernUlent ,,,ill be placed on a high level siInilar to that of our best
111anaged cities and states.

In an elllergency like the present, the ,veaknesses in our govern
lllent become more apparent and public attention to government and
taxes offers opportunity for their revision.

Every dollar of decrease in expense, every plan of consolidation
in governmental activities touches some sensitive spot "There it causes
pain and resentment. Until people as a \vhole demand and applaud
these endeavors to\vard economy and efficiency in county government,
the complaints and threats of groups greatly impede the concrete ef
forts of all executives and legislators.
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