Do We Really Need County Government? 

By Paul Wolf, www.reinventinggov.org
The Erie County Legislature Addresses Few Items Of Substance 

Every two weeks Legislators have an open floor to propose new ideas by filing Resolutions and proposed local laws. The dictionary defines a legislature as a body that passes laws, but very few laws or items of substance are actually passed by the Erie County Legislature. The number of local laws passed by the Erie County Legislature the past three years were:

2013 – 1 law (Prohibiting Fracking on county owned land)
2012 – 1 law (Prohibiting Cyber-bulling in Erie County)

2011 – 3 laws (Conservation easements for Orchard Park and West Seneca, elimination of a local law regarding home health care providers)
While very few laws were enacted, legislators filed 725 Resolutions. Over 24 meetings and among 11 legislators, 725 resolutions sounds like a lot of activity is taking place in the Erie County Legislature. However a review of the resolutions filed reveals that legislators spend very little time on items of substance. 

The 725 resolutions consist of the following:

· 417 Miscellaneous Resolutions honoring individuals and community organizations

· 217 Memorial Resolutions honoring individuals who have passed away
· 91 Legislator Resolutions which address an actual issue instead of honoring someone

What Is A Miscellaneous Resolution?

An example of some Miscellaneous Resolutions filed in 2013: 
GRANT - Congratulating Rev. George F. Nicholas, Senior Pastor of Lincoln Memorial United Methodist Church, on Its 90th Anniversary 

MILLS - Honoring the Western New York Southtowns Scenic Byway Committee On Successfully Encouraging Motorists to Visit the Beautiful & Historic Sites Between Orchard Park & Springville 

GRANT, MAZUR, HOGUES, MARINELLI, LOUGHRAN & McCRACKEN - Saluting All Veterans on Veterans' Day - November 11, 2013 

GRANT - Proclaiming Friday, November 1, 2013 as Lois Dabney Day in Erie County 

MAZUR - Honoring the Life of Stephen J. Szymczak 
While such resolutions are nice gestures is this really what County Legislators and their staff should be spending time on? Researching, drafting, filing and forwarding each one of these Resolutions takes the time of tax payer funded employees. 
The Queen of Miscellaneous Resolutions is legislator Betty Jean Grant who filed 69 of them in 2013. Followed by:

2) Tom Mazur – 53 Resolutions

3) Kevin Hardwick – 51 Resolutions

4) Lynn Marinelli – 49 Resolutions

5) Hogues – 40

6) John Mills & Joe Lorigo – 32 Resolutions

7) Lynn Dixon – 27 Resolutions
8) Ed Rath – 22 Resolutions

9) Tom Loughran & McCracken – 21 Resolutions

What Are Memorial Resolutions?

Not missing a chance to troll for votes and make friends, legislators will adjourn their meetings by adopting resolutions in memory of individuals that passed away. An example from a 2013 meeting follows:

Legislator Marinelli requested that when the Legislature adjourns, it do so in 

memory of Andrea M. Galbraith DiPaola, Tom Clabeaux, Mary Cascio, and Norwood T. Smith. 

 Legislator Mazur requested that when the Legislature adjourns, it do so in memory of Joseph Cieslik, and Arthur F. Kubera. 

 Legislator Hardwick requested that when the Legislature adjourns, it do so in 

memory of Betty Jane Saltarelli, and Sandra Taylor. 

 Legislator Lorigo requested that when the Legislature adjourns, it do so in memory of Sr. Monica Riordan, and David Zimolong. 
The Queen of Memorial Resolutions in 2013 was Legislator Lynn Marinelli with 40 Resolutions, followed by:
2) Lynn Dixon – 36 Resolutions

3) Kevin Hardwick – 31 Resolutions

4) Joe Lorigo – 24 Resolutions
5) Ed Rath – 23 Resolutions

6) Tim Hogues – 21 Resolutions

7) Tom Mazur – 20 Resolutions

8) Terry McCracken – 9 Resolutions

9) Betty Jean Grant – 8 Resolutions

10) Tom Loughran – 3 Resolutions

11) John Mills – 2 Resolutions

Once again a nice gesture which families may appreciate, but is this what taxpayer funded legislators and staff should be spending their time on?

Legislator Resolutions

Legislator Resolutions are focused on an issue rather than honoring an individual or organization. Out of the 725 resolutions filed in 2013, only 91 resolutions fell in this category. Of these resolutions 47 expressed support/opposition to legislation pending in Albany or Washington, or called upon the state or federal government to do something. Here are some examples:

· Urging Reform of the State Dedicated Highway & Bridge Trust Fund
· Supporting Necessary Reforms to NY Labor Law Section 240 & 241

· Urging the Federal Aviation Administration to Implement Safety Regulations

· Demanding an End to Federal Government Sugar Subsidies

Of the 91 resolutions in this category, 37 addressed routine county issues. Very few resolutions proposed new ideas or innovative approaches to improve the operation of county government. The tied King & Queen of this category of Resolutions in 2013 was Tim Hogues and Betty Jean Grant with 36 resolutions, followed by:
2) Lynn Marinelli – 35 Resolutions

3) Tom Mazur – 33 Resolutions

4) Kevin Hardwick & Terry McCracken – 28 Resolutions

5) Ed Rath – 27 Resolutions

6) Lynn Dixon – 23 Resolutions
7) Joe Lorigo – 21 Resolutions

8) John Mills – 19 Resolutions

9) Tom Loughran – 14 Resolutions

The few resolutions that stood out to me as far as proposing something of substance to me were:

Hardwick – Conducting Evening Legislature Sessions

Hardwick – Eliminating the Positions of Majority & Minority Leader
Mills – Increasing the Use of Solar Power in Erie County

Marinelli & Mazur – Encouraging the Erie County Dept. of Social Services to Streamline Process of Approving Private Duty Nurses for Medicaid Billing

Several Legislators – Renew Local/Buy Local Public/Private Collaboration.
I don’t think that there is enough county related work for legislators so they create busy work by introducing Resolutions that troll for votes by honoring people and symbolically call upon other levels of government to do something.
The County Budget

In addition to acting on local laws a big responsibility of the County Legislature is to approve a County budget. While passing a budget is important, the reality is that County officials have very little say over the County budget as 90% of the budget is mandated by the state and federal government. 

The total county budget is about $1.3 billion of which county officials have a say over only $120 million. The legislature’s amendments to the county executives proposed budget the past three years were:

2013 - $467,239 was shifted to cover the cost of additional jobs at the Erie County Board of Elections and increased aid to cultural agencies. 

In 2012 the legislature changed $8.5 million of the county executives proposed budget. 
In 2011 the legislature changed $5 million of the county executives proposed budget.

The legislature the past few years has typically changed less than one percent of the County Executives proposed budget.
A Typical County Legislature Meeting

The Erie County Legislature consists of 11 members paid $42,500 per year for a part time position. The Chair of the legislature is paid $52,500 per year and the Majority and Minority Leaders are paid $47,500. The legislature meets every two weeks. Meeting agendas and minutes can be viewed on-line at www.erie.gov. 

At the April 7, 2013 meeting the following items were on the agenda:

· 21 Resolutions honoring individuals and community organizations

· 4 local laws pending (they are usually tabled meeting after meeting and not a single local law was passed in 2013)

· Committee Reports from six Committees

· 6 Resolutions not honoring individuals/organizations but which are typically symbolic such as (demanding an end to federal sugar subsidies, support for keeping the Bills in Erie County, supporting state investment for the Maid of the Mist to continue)

· 42 Letters from elected officials, department heads and others that usually get received & filed after being sent to a Committee

The Smoke & Mirrors Of Appearing To Do Something

Legislators go so far as to try and create the appearance of doing something by issuing press releases taking credit for initiatives that are not really initiatives. In April of 2013, legislator Lynn Marinelli sent out a press release with the following headline: “Legislator Marinelli Tourism Initiative Receives Unanimous Approval”. 
What the Legislature unanimously approved was a resolution that supported continuing the operation of the Niagara Falls Maid of the Mist. The press release stated further that “Marinelli’s initiative also supports continued state investment …for ongoing infrastructure improvements to walkways and other visitor amenities”.
So what exactly is Marinelli’s “Initiative”? It is the passage of a symbolic resolution regarding a tourist attraction that the Erie County Legislature has no say over, that supports the expenditure of state dollars.

Marinelli’s resolution is nothing but smoke and mirrors. It gives the impression that she and her fellow Legislators are doing something of importance. There is no idea contained in this “initiative” and no expenditure of county dollars, just an expression of support.
Marinelli is not the only elected official guilty of exaggerated hype in a press release but her press release is an example of how far elected officials have to stretch to make it appear that they are doing something significant. Check out the web pages for County Legislators touting their efforts and what you see is Legislator’s sharing information about free rabies clinics, income tax filing assistance, civil service exams. All nice things, but nothing really of substance.

County Government Should Be Eliminated
County government for the most part is simply an entity that mandated state funds are passed through. Do we really need eleven elected officials and their staff to perform the tasks stated above? We have a legislature that passes very few local laws, makes minute changes to the proposed county budget every year and spends most of their time seeking to ingratiate themselves with constituents by sponsoring resolutions honoring them whether dead or alive.

If County government were eliminated, I don’t think people would even notice. I am not suggesting that the programs and services provided by the County be eliminated. I am simply suggesting that we eliminate the bureaucracy and staff associated with the County Executive’s Office and the legislature. As ninety percent of the County’s billion dollar budget consists of state mandated items, programs such as social services, health department etc., would still be provided, perhaps by making County employees state employees. County parks could become state parks or could be taken over by the town they are located in. County roads would become town or state roads.

In the 1990’s the state of Massachusetts took a similar approach and eliminated most of their Counties by having the state take over the operation and delivery of services. The elimination of County government should be seriously explored and considered.
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