
Preface 

Special districts have been too long neglected in the study of gov-
ernment in the United States. This book is an attempt to rectify 
this situation and fill many of the voids of information and inter-
pretation in a basic phase of American government. The work has 
been arduous and time-consuming because many fragments of 
knowledge, some difficult to locate, have had to be pieced together. 
The project has spanned several years. This written record is the 
result of analyzing and blending data gathered from several 
sources: many laws and court decisions, widely scattered and fre-
quently elusive written materials in a broad range of subjects, 
field interviews with public officials and private citizens, and field 
observations of district organizations and operations from coast to 
coast. 

The endeavor has been richly rewarding since special districts 
are constantly fascinating, often mysterious, and increasingly im-
portant. If it is possible to view one's own thinking somewhat 
objectively, this last statement does not merely indicate that the 
author has become enamored of a subject that has been close at 
hand for some time. Special districts are particularly fascinating 
because some of their characteristics are very much out of the 
usual governmental pattern and because they seemingly offer clues 
and insights into a better understanding of other parts of our 
governmental system. They are mysterious and phantom-like be-
cause many of them have been in the realm of the unknown. One 
need not write a mystery novel to deal with the mysterious. Locat-
ing special districts in a geographical sense and subsequently ac-
quiring information about them are no simple tasks. Their impor-
tance is evident in many ways—number, types, geographical 
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extent, areas, functions, personnel, finance, and other characteris-
tics treated in general and in particular in the pages that follow. 

A few words should be said about the terms that are used in 
this study. Special districts (sometimes known legally by other 
names, as noted in the first chapter) constitute a specific class of 
separate governmental units which possess substantial fiscal and 
administrative independence and are not merely parts of other 
governments. Organizations that are adjuncts to governmental 
units are identified as dependent districts or authorities. A few 
authorities are actually special district governments, but when 
they are discussed an effort has been made to show that they fall 
within the category of special districts. When school districts are 
treated separately from other special districts, the two groupings 
are identified as school and nonschool districts. Thus the term 
"special district" or "district" means that school and nonschool 
districts are being considered together. Furthermore, although 
school districts constitute more than four-fifths of the total of all 
special districts, they are only one of five major groups of such 
governments. Therefore this study attempts to provide a reason-
able balance in the discussion of the various groupings of districts, 
and at the same time to give sufficient, but not overextended, con-
sideration to school districts. Dependent entities which are not 
separate governments and which legally have the word "district" 
in their titles are designated as "dependent" when necessary for 
clarity. Dependent districts are discussed separately in chapter 7. 

The nomenclature of several kinds of nondistrict governments 
also requires explanation. To avoid confusion, municipal corpora-
tions known variously as cities, villages, towns, and boroughs are 
all generally identified as cities or municipalities. The word "town," 
when used in this study, therefore refers to a different and sep-
arate class of governmental units found exclusively in New Eng-
land, unless it is used specifically with another geographical desig-
nation, such as New York State. In addition, the appellation 
"county" includes parishes in Louisiana, for the parish in that 
state corresponds to the county in other states. 

Since beginning this study, I have been much gratified to 
note the increased desire for more knowledge about special dis-
tricts, expressed by scholars and operating officials in periodicals 
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and at conferences. Another pleasing parallel development is the 
more comprehensive collection of data about districts by the Gov-
ernments Division of the United States Bureau of the Census. 
This latter undertaking has been useful as well, for throughout 
this study, for purposes of uniformity and comparability, I have 
utilized the Census Bureau's determinations as to which special 
districts are independent governments. To suggest minor modi-
fications, it seems to me, would have been unduly petty, and would 
have diverted this research project from its main purposes. 

One never travels the long road of research entirely alone, al-
though stretches of it sometimes induce loneliness and introspec-
tion. My appreciation is extended to numerous public officials, 
academic people, full-time researchers, civic leaders, and lay citi-
zens who discussed various phases of the subject during my trans-
continental field work. They were most hospitable and, although 
frequently humble about their specialized knowledge, much more 
helpful than they realized. My thanks also go to librarians, schol-
ars, and practitioners who suggested certain materials in special-
ized fields and sources generally familiar only to individuals work-
ing closely with specific governmental operations in a single state. 
Allen D. Manvel and Robert F. Drury of the Governments Division 
of the United States Bureau of the Census kindly furnished desk 
space and access to data during a number of extremely humid 
days in Washington. Barbara J. Hudson and her able staff at the 
Bureau of Public Administration Library on the Berkeley campus 
of the University of California have been most cooperative and 
helpful, just as they were in many of my previous research efforts. 
My use of many materials in this library again convinced me of 
the excellence of its collection. It is a lasting memorial to the late 
Samuel C. May who was the bureau director for many years. 
Dorothy V. Wells, librarian of the Bureau of Governmental Re-
search, University of California, Los Angeles, has also supplied 
numerous valuable items. 

I am additionally grateful to William N. Cassella, Jr., Howard 
A. Dawson, Roy E. Huffman, Victor Jones, W. Robert Parks, and 
Coleman Woodbury who read and commented on portions of the 
manuscript before its publication. Acknowledgment is further 
gladly given to William Anderson for his stimulating insights grow-
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ing in part out of his pioneer work, originally published in 1934, 
on determining and enumerating all governmental units in the 
United States. My thanks also go to Stanley Scott with whom I 
have had worthwhile discussions and who has been interested in 
the subject since its inception. Jean Eberhart has competently 
shouldered most of the secretarial work and Virgene R. Bollens 
has been a fine source of help and encouragement. 

This study was supported by a grant from the John Randolph 
Haynes and Dora Haynes Foundation of Los Angeles, a charitable 
and educational trust organized "for the purpose of promoting the 
well-being of mankind." As in all projects financially aided by the 
Foundation, the author has had complete freedom of investigation 
and expression. The presentation, conclusions, and recommenda-
tions are solely those of the author. I wish to express my apprecia-
tion to the Foundation for the grant which greatly facilitated the 
progress and completion of the project. 

Finally, my gratitude is expressed to two individuals. John M. 
Gaus, whom I knew initially as a fine teacher and friend and sub-
sequently as a continuing friend and counsel, read the manuscript 
and graciously consented to write the foreword. More than any 
other person he has helped to shape the course of my research 
activities during the last decade. The late Edwin A. Cottrell, for-
merly of Stanford University and at the time of his death a con-
sultant and trustee of the Haynes Foundation, was deeply inter-
ested in the subject and did much to encourage the development 
of the research effort. He has been in my thoughts often as the 
study has proceeded. J O H N C . BOLLENS 
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