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I 
am	47	years	old.	I	have	lived	in	Indiana	for	nearly	45	of	those	years,	and	I	have	never,	
ever required the services of a township government official. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen 
such an official performing his or her duties.
	 Those	45	years	have	included	10	homes	or	apartments	in	six	different	communities.	
That	tells	me	I	have	lived	in	somewhere	between	six	and	10	different	townships.	In	general,	
I	don’t	know	where	the	township	lines	begin	and	where	they	end.	There	are	two	exceptions:

•		I	grew	up	in	the	metropolis	of	St.	Leon	(population	approximately	600,	with	the	joke	being	
that I am related to 400 of those people) in northern Dearborn County (that’s home to 
Lawrenceburg	and	that	highly	successful	riverboat	along	the	Ohio	River).	For	some	reason,	I	
recall	my	hometown	being	located	in	Kelso	Township.	Is	there	a	township	office?	Don’t	think	
so.	Did	I	have	a	relative	who	served	as	a	township	official?	Probably.	Did	I	have	to	list	Kelso	
Township on a form or application at some point in my life? Maybe, but doubtful. 

•		I	currently	live	in	Pike	Township	on	the	west	side	of	Indianapolis.	That’s	because	schools	(or	at	
least the districts) in Marion County surrounding the capital city go by their township names – 
Pike, Washington, Lawrence, Warren, Franklin, Perry, Decatur and Wayne. When I moved, I 
saw a jagged line on a map that showed I was still within Pike Township despite a much closer 
physical	location	to	schools	in	Wayne	Township	and	even	neighboring	Hendricks	County.	But,	
be assured, I’m clearly in Pike Township. Go Red Devils.

	 What	about	that	time	in	Muncie,	Wabash,	Anderson,	Muncie	again,	etc.?	Nope!	Couldn’t	
tell you anything about township government in those communities.
	 Let	me	defend	myself:	I	earned	a	college	degree	from	Ball	State	University	and	worked	professionally	
in	the	newspaper	industry	before	joining	the	Indiana	Chamber	in	communications	nearly	12	
years ago. I pay attention to news and political issues – on both personal and professional levels.
 My lack of township knowledge is seemingly quite common. No, I didn’t go around and ask 
colleagues, acquaintances or even strangers on the street for their township history. But there was a 
professional	statewide	survey	a	few	years	ago.	The	results:	two-thirds	of	the	Hoosiers	asked	had	no	idea	
who their township trustee was and an even larger number had never used any type of township service.

Doing what they do
 But what about the people who need something from the township level of government. 
Poor relief and fire protection are the primary duties. Both seemingly rise high on the importance 
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scale;	so,	why	all	this	arguing	about	the	need	for	townships?
	 The	ugly	truth	is	that	the	system	doesn’t	work	properly.	Here	
are a few examples (some have been previously reported and 
there are unfortunately many more – both known and others 
likely	undiscovered	yet):
•		Township	board	members	–	what	exactly	is	it	that	they	do?	–	get	

paid to typically attend about four meetings a year. There are 
between 3,000 and 4,000 of these elected officials, although 
most run without opposition and few voters venture that far 
on their ballot (if you don’t know who your trustee is, the 
chances are slim and none for being informed about the 
township board candidates)

•		Townships	have	about	$215	million	of	taxpayer	money	stashed	
away in their bank accounts. A southwestern Indiana township 
that	spent	a	total	of	$31,000	in	2008	has	a	$231,000	
surplus. In Indianapolis’ Center Township, the excess funds 
(really taxpayer money that should be used for the benefit of 
township	residents)	have	soared	as	high	as	$10	million

•		Poor	relief	is	not	administered	effectively	or	consistently	in	
far too many cases. A 2004 Indiana Chamber Foundation 
study, Indiana Project for Efficient Local Government, discovered 

that	for	every	$1	in	assistance,	approximately	90	cents	was	
appropriated for administrative costs. The examples since 
then are numerous. There is wide variance in what a needy 
person receives (average assistance per recipient ranges from 
$35	to	$610)	based	on	the	township	in	which	a	person	lives

•		Complete	and	effective	fire	coverage	will	continue	–	no	
matter who is running the show. We’re not talking about 
eliminating	volunteer	departments;	it’s	bringing	efficiency	to	
the current maze of townships, fire protection districts and 
other boundary lines. Solutions that meet the needs in both 
urban and rural areas can be achieved

•		Township	trustees	are	required	to	file	two	reports	each	year.	
Many don’t. In 2008, 54% turned in their reports late or not 
at	all.	Of	the	1,008	townships,	461	complied	with	the	
January	31,	2009	deadline;	452	filed	late	and	95	didn’t	
bother	to	file	at	all	as	of	early	October

•		And	then	there	are	some	who	illegally	take	advantage	of	their	
positions.	Among	the	best	stories:	the	southeastern	Indiana	
trustee who more than doubled her own pay and gave a large 
pay increase to her husband, who said his wife never told him 
that	he	was	her	chief	deputy.	One	example,	but	far	too	many	
more have or are winding their way through the legal system

A way to do it better
 Efforts at township government reform have enjoyed mixed 
success the last few years. Indiana voters had their say in 
November 2008, voting to move property tax assessing duties 
from	the	township	to	the	county	level	in	31	of	43	of	the	largest	

townships in the state. General Assembly action earlier that year 
had eliminated the duties of the majority of township assessors.
 Attempts at further modernization of local government – 
from townships and counties to schools and libraries – were 
stonewalled	in	the	Indiana	House	in	2009.	But	supporters,	those	
who want to see a more effective and efficient local government 
system, are back.
	 The	plan,	in	brief:
•		Township	assistance	duties	transferred	to	the	county,	with	an	

emergency planning assistance board leading the way. The 
board would feature township trustees, residents, human service 
providers (with development of a way to better use these valuable 
organizations in the assistance process) and representatives 
of county and municipal government. Minimum state standards 
for emergency poor relief would be in place with counties, 
through local control, able to add to those standards

•		All	townships	become	fire	protection	districts	with	one	
appointed fire trustee (a resident of the district who is not 
employed by the district or the county or related to any 
members of the county governing bodies) 

•		Other	township	duties,	if	any,	transferred	to	the	county	with	

township parks within city/town limits available to those entities 
if they desire to take over the operation

 That’s the fancy language for what needs to happen. What 
will be the benefits?
•		More	local	flexibility	and	control	–	residents	serving	on	the	

emergency planning board and a well-qualified trustee 
leading fire protection efforts

•		Reduced	costs	–	more	than	3,000	outdated	township	advisory	
board positions eliminated and better use of existing resources

•		More	transparency	and	accountability	–	voters	and	all	
citizens will know who is responsible for local decisions

•		Moving	away	from	the	current	“one	size	fits	all”	approach	
that	dates	back	to	the	1850s

•		More	uniform	delivery	of	poor	relief	and	improved	fire	safety
 Will this common sense package of ideas make it through 
the General Assembly? Likely not in its current form – it’s the 
role of the General Assembly to craft the modifications 
necessary to help ensure a well-functioning system. 
 The job of employers and employees throughout the state 
is to let those General Assembly members know that the status 
quo is not acceptable. It’s your taxpayer money at stake. Just as 
you treat your own personal dollars with extreme care, demand 
no less of your elected officials in putting into place a system 
that makes the most efficient and effective use of taxpayer funds.

 I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resource: Let legislators know you support local 
government reform at www.indianaprosperity.org
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