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N
ear the end of a 75-minute discussion on local government efficiency, Muncie
Mayor Dan Canan offered the following:

“We’ve got to move away from 151 years ago (actually 155 years as Indiana’s
Constitution and government structure were established in 1851). Allow us to
have city managers if we want. I don’t see anything wrong with that. If that’s what
a town wants, let them adopt that. Give a lot more flexibility. I’m biased to local

government to make decisions that are tailored to the constituency that they serve.”
Canan, along with another roundtable member, was participating via conference call. For

the other three attendees sitting in the Indiana Chamber conference room, however, heads were
nodding in strong approval.

The focus on local government reform was reignited in 2004 when the Indiana Chamber published
the Indiana Project for Efficient Local Government. That report, a follow-up to a 1999 study titled
COMPETE (Coalition on Monitoring Public Efficiency and Tax Expenditures), focused on potential
financial savings that could be realized from a more effective and efficient local government structure.

Since 2004, a majority of the attention on the issue has been on Indianapolis Mayor Bart
Peterson’s Indy Works efforts to further consolidate some Marion County services. While partisan
politics has limited substantial reform in that area, discussions have been taking place in communities
across the state.

One missing piece has been a legislative mechanism for reform. In 2006, House Bill 1344
was originally intended to spur such efforts in Evansville and Vanderburgh County. After a series
of twists and turns, HB 1362 emerged, which paves the way for local government reorganization
at various levels in 91 counties (Marion County is excluded due to its existing UniGov structure).

Coming together to discuss the topic are:

Past attempts
Fisher, who retired after 12 years as the dean of the school of business at the University of

Southern Indiana in 2003, became the lead figure in what has been a longstanding topic in
Vanderburgh County. A referendum on unification was soundly defeated in the early 1970s. 

A follow-up study in 1991 recommended government consolidation. While that ultimate
goal is still to be achieved, that report did help pave the way for a number of city and county
services to be united. A building commission, purchasing department and emergency response
system are a few of the examples in which operations are combined and efficiencies realized.

Fisher describes the committee process. “For over two years we looked at the research, studied
what’s been done in other cities and interviewed over 60 city, county and township officials. We
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came up with a proposal for unified government, presented it
to the (city and county) councils and hoped to be able to get a
referendum. That didn’t happen, but we have (House Enrolled
Act) 1362 instead.”

A successor organization, Citizens for Unification, has
been formed to carry the effort forward.

While Evansville is farther down the road than other
communities, Fort Wayne and Allen County also have some
history in this area. Then serving on the City Council, Long
saw a consolidation attempt led by then Mayor Paul Helmke
and state Sen. Tom Wyss fail to
generate county or business support.

As a result, Helmke began
an aggressive annexation program.
Long says he finds that to be the
“most expensive way to consolidate
government. The way the
annexation law is written, it forces
cities to expend significant amounts
of money. It creates situations
where you have fire stations next
to each other because a township,
for instance, isn’t completely consolidated or annexed. And the
taxpayer suffers from that.”

Although no formal group had been established in recent
years, discussions have continued and Long evaluates community
interest at a high level. He expects developments sooner rather
than later.

“The thing that’s different now is that the business community
is engaged for the first time. That’s a different dynamic,” he
states, “driven by cost, driven very much by concern about the
economy, and that we need to do things differently in Northeast
Indiana than we’ve done in the past.” 

Lawrance, who led the Chamber efforts on the 2004 study
and in the Legislature since then, adds, “I think the business
community has to be at the table to drive this. They’re certainly
not the only stakeholder in this group, but (with the impact of
globalization and other economic factors) they’re demanding
(increased efficiency) from their (elected) leadership.”

From the city view
Canan brings a different perspective as a third-term mayor

who has tried, not always successfully, to combine various city
and county services. There are various impediments, he
relates, including a strong lack of incentive for county
government to cooperate with city government.

Not questioning whether it is right or wrong, Canan
says his experience in Muncie and Delaware County
shows “that the level of service that a city provides for its
residents is higher than county residents get from county
government.” He provides specific examples in police
and fire protection, as well as animal control. In each
area, Canan says, existing agreements found city taxpay-
ers paying a far larger percentage of the total bill than
the percentage of services they received.

Muncie’s two largest employers and “greatest corporate

assets” are Ball State University and Ball Memorial Hospital.
While both benefit the community in many ways, they do not, as
nonprofits, contribute to the tax rolls. And the vast majority of their
employees, Canan points out, live outside the city due to lower
taxes or perceptions about the schools.

“I’m all for consolidation. I’ve
supported it from the very beginning.
The problem is it’s going to be a higher
cost to county taxpayers in any
consolidation in Delaware County
because the city underwrites so
many services right now that county
residents enjoy. We have got to move
away from property taxes to ever
solve this problem.”

Long sympathizes with the
mayor, but notes that in some cases,

such as police protection, county residents
would argue that they are paying more
than their share of the cost if most of the
crime takes place in the urban areas. The
property tax dilemma, he admits, is a major

concern, one he hopes sees a solution in the 2007 General Assembly.
“Hand in glove with the government reform is also creating

some flexibility to move away from the property tax,” Long offers.
“Getting to that point is not easy, but next year we’re going to
explore that with the help of Gov. Daniels pushing the issue.”

Hoosiers, who often “wear resistance to change like a badge
of honor,” might be jolted into action by the increasing property
taxes, according to Long. “I think the public’s going to demand
some changes. We need to have a different model, and that’s
what’s going to make the change happen. It’s not because we all
think it sounds good. It’s because people are going to be demanding
that some of these costs be driven down.”

Adding to the changes
In Clark and Floyd counties, the Southern Indiana Chamber

of Commerce has been the representative of the area’s business
interests. Stemler is the current chairman of that group. The
chamber, economic development efforts and visionary planning
for the future are taking the next step, coming together in July
of his year under the heading One
Southern Indiana.

Unlike Evansville and Fort

“The fact that we need
to pull together as one
community couldn’t
be more appropriate
in time. This is the time
for us to look at this in a serious,
serious way.”

– Kerry Stemler
New Albany

“We need to have a different
model, and that’s what’s going
to make the change happen. It’s
not because we all think it sounds
good. It’s because people are
going to be demanding that some
of these costs be driven down.”

– David Long
Fort Wayne



54 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – MMaayy//JJuunnee  22000066

Wayne that serve as the dominant cities in their counties, the region
across the Ohio River from Louisville is much more fragmented. Cities
and towns of varying sizes are in the mix, not to mention the multi-
county factor.

“Floyd County already has some combined services,” notes Stemler,
citing the school system and parks department as two examples. “What
we have to do is work toward consolidating more services. Floyd
County will be much better served in some form of a UniGov-type
setting because geographically it’s a relatively small county.

“The long-range plan would be to let it lead by example. Then we
could look at working across county lines. We’re fortunate to have
great assets in our community,” he continues, “and our proximity to

Louisville. It’s just that we need to manage the assets we have in a more
comprehensive way – to direct the future and not just accept the future.”

Louisville is the most recent model that communities in Indiana and
beyond have looked to for assistance. Lexington, Kentucky and Nashville,
Tennessee are prior examples of successful consolidations. All eyes in the Hoosier
state are now keeping a close watch on Evansville, which is OK with Fisher.

“I actually don’t think it matters much to us. We’re looking at our
own situation and the local dynamics,” he says.

What the law says
Those dynamics were altered – for the better – with the passage of HB 1362. It allows for

entities ranging from townships and school corporations to cities and counties to reorganize.
The process can be initiated by a resolution from the entities proposing the change or a petition
signed by at least 5% of the voters. Committee formation, plan organization and approval procedures
are also included in the legislation.

Since the release of the 2004 Chamber study, township officials have been the most vocal critics
of any reform. While this procedure may not ease their job fears, Long contends, “This is a
much friendlier approach. It was a pleasant surprise to see this bill come out in the form that it did.”

Two critical amendments allow for certain entities – New Haven, for example, in a Fort
Wayne-Allen County alliance – to maintain their autonomy and prevents pre-existing debt (from
fire and police pensions, for instance) from being spread out to other taxpayers who didn’t owe
it before the consolidation.

Fisher says both Louisville and Lexington had tackled similar concerns, and that the proposal
his Evansville committee formed also addressed those issues. Having it put into law, however, is
important. “Those are things that would be necessary in getting any kind of referendum passed,”
he claims.

Missing from this and other legislative attempts is a fix for Indiana’s tax assessing quandary.
It may not be a total solution to the property tax problem, but reducing Indiana’s number of
assessors down from the current 1,100 would be a step in the right direction.

Lawrance says there are “too many moving parts” to achieve efficiencies in the state’s new
market-based assessing system. “No business would attempt to do a task like that with 1,100
separate units of accountability. The assessing function should not be with the elected trustees,
especially since less than 9% are presently qualified by having achieved their level of certifica-

tion.”

Questions and answers
What has been learned thus far? Has the lengthy timetable

been surprising? What has been the impact of the focus on
Indy Works? These are some of the additional questions posed
to the participants.

“I was surprised by the mistrust and maybe the animosity
toward the big city by some of our rural areas,” Long admits.
Referring to the east-west divide in Allen County, he adds,
“There’s a Grand Canyon between those two areas culturally

“We think the greatest
advantages come from
the opportunity to
exercise leadership
and accountability. It makes government
more responsive. If you talk to people
in those communities, there are
benefits from having that leadership,
the ability to speak for the whole
county and also to be accountable.”

– Phil Fisher
Evansville

“No business would attempt
to do a task like that with
1,100 separate units of
accountability. The assessing

function should not be with the
elected trustees ...”

– Mark Lawrance
Indiana Chamber
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and historically. But I think if there’s an effective educational
process of what we’ve put into this bill, that will help a lot in
calming the seas. We’re still going to have to do a lot of hard
work, but this bill is going to help us move forward.”

In the areas where committees or task forces have been
established, the key has been to make them citizen-based. While
the Evansville group interviewed government officials as part
of its learning process, there were no elected leaders on the
committee. Reaching a consensus was far from easy, Fisher recalls,
but may not have been possible with a different committee
make-up.

In Muncie, the committee (with no government officials) took
a little more than a year to deliver its original recommendations
centered on combining various departments and services. The group
continues to meet on a monthly basis.

“I challenged them to not just deliver a report and disband,
but look at the hardest part, which is the implementation,”
Canan explains. “Now we’re challenging them to help us move
forward. I think we probably have the best opportunity right
now, in the years that I’ve sat
here, to actually find some more
consolidation.”

Stemler says his area’s effort
has been in place for nearly two
years. “We have already brought
a few pieces together. And with
Louisville so close to us, we’ve
been able to learn and see their
success. The results there are
starting to show up now.”

The two new and long-
sought Ohio River bridges
connecting Indiana and
Kentucky are moving closer to
reality. Stemler says they will
“change the complexion of Clark and Floyd counties dramatically.
The fact that we need to pull together as one community
couldn’t be more appropriate in time. This is the time for us to
look at this in a serious, serious way.”

Despite some advantages – the unified school system in
Vanderburgh County, as well as city and county officials occupying
the same building – the progression has not been as quick as
anticipated, according to Fisher.

“I thought at the beginning we could do it (formulate a work
plan) in a year. It took us a little over two years,” he discloses.
“City, county, township government is very complicated. To
really understand all aspects of it and to work out something
just takes time.”

Opinions are mixed on the impact of Indy Works. Long
says the potential inclusion of an Indianapolis solution would
have likely harmed HB 1362. But he believes the fact that the
state capital is going through consolidation issues of a different
nature helped focus positive political attention on the topic.

Lawrance laments that the Indianapolis efforts have broken
down into a political stalemate. It overshadows the now nearly
40-year-old example of UniGov and the positive aspects of

bringing together city and county operations.
For Canan, Indy Works is a detriment due to the Indianapolis

media coverage that dominates in Muncie. His constituents
don’t understand why similar consolidation efforts can’t take
place in their community. “They don’t understand that we don’t
have the right to do it,” he says, a situation at least partially
addressed by the new legislation.

Looking ahead
Fisher adds another revelation from looking at other unified

governments. 
“We think the greatest advantages come from the opportunity

to exercise leadership and accountability. It makes government
more responsive. If you talk to people in those communities,
there are benefits from having that leadership, the ability to

speak for the whole county and also
to be accountable.

“I think that’s a real problem in
the kind of government we have
now,” Fisher continues, “particularly
county government where you have
three part-time commissioners.”

Now that the enabling legislation
is in place, what do the participants
expect to be next steps?

Fisher says his task force has
already joined with others in the county

to continue the effort. “Either through action
of our elected officials or through petition, I
believe that there will be a study committee
appointed (which took place after this
discussion), a new proposal and hopefully
within two or three years a referendum.”

Long sees the grassroots effort becoming
more structured – with business community

and citizen leadership, he hopes – “so there’s a little bit of a
blueprint and some momentum for creating a petition to put a
formal organization together and really study this. I do think
that’s the direction we’re headed right now.”

(In early April, Fort Wayne Mayor Graham Richard urged
formation of a committee to begin the process of developing a
consolidation plan).

Canan wants to see the continuance of “baby steps” along
the way to unification and hopes the legislation is strong enough
to not only encourage, but compel consolidation.

The legislation will be a benefit, according to Stemler. “We
have published in the community a goal of 2010 to have that
blueprint developed and to start to accomplish it. We’ve got
some momentum built, but we’ve got to continue. It’s easy for
it to become stagnant if you don’t keep pushing on it.”

On a statewide level, Lawrence remarks, “It’s important to
educate as many as possible on House Bill 1362 and make them
aware of what it allows. In addition to the discussions that are
going on, I’d like to see some examples – maybe two townships
in a county – of groups coming together to see how the process
works. Then we can continue to promote those as success stories.”

“I’m all for consolidation.
I’ve supported it from
the very beginning.
The problem is there’s
going to be a higher cost
to county taxpayers in
any consolidation in Delaware
County … We have got to move
away from property taxes to ever
solve this problem.”

– Dan Canan
Muncie




