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The diaries of Calvin Fletcher, a prominent Indianapolis
lawyer around the time Abraham Lincoln was president,
tell you a little about the structure of government today.

Fletcher sometimes had to journey to Noblesville or Martinsville
to represent a client in court or serve as a special judge. These
communities are in counties adjacent to Indianapolis and we
consider them a routine drive of about 40 minutes today. Many people
commute from them to Indianapolis, or vice versa, every day.

In the 1850s, Fletcher would leave Indianapolis early in
the afternoon before his court date and ride by horseback to a
hotel or rooming house where he would stay for the duration
of the court case.

When Indiana was founded, boundaries of many counties
were based on the distance a citizen could travel on horseback
to the county seat and return home by nightfall.

Unfortunately, Indiana’s government still operates on that
horseback mentality, and that’s one reason the Indiana Chamber
of Commerce this year called for a significant streamlining in
the way government works. 

It has been my pleasure to serve as chairman of the Chamber
board of directors this year. One of the highlights for me was to
travel the state with Chamber President Kevin Brinegar to call
attention to the Indiana Project for Efficient Local Government study.

A government organized using 21st century realities and
technology should be easier for constituents to understand and
use. The tax burden for businesses and individuals would be
reduced if we consolidate property assessment and poor relief;
take a long, hard look at the role of 1,008 township offices (only
20 states in the nation have any form of township government);
and pursue multi-county jails and joint purchasing agreements
to enhance efficiency.

Statewide impact
A consolidation proposal recently advocated by Indianapolis

Mayor Bart Peterson could save Marion County $35 million
annually, and similar savings on a smaller scale may be realized
in many counties.

Think of the savings in time and money if more official
business were conducted over the phone and via the Internet,
and if county government was reorganized to better serve its
constituents – the citizens and businesses who call that area home. 

If we are going to reorganize county government for the
sake of efficiency, we need to give the “new-look” counties more
flexibility. The challenges of Allen and Lake counties, for example,
are far different than those in Benton and Switzerland counties.

Sharing a vision
Reorganizing county government

is an important economic development
tool, but it is not the only one. Part of
this year has been spent promoting the
Chamber’s Economic Vision 2010, an
evolving blueprint of ideas to form
the foundation of Indiana’s economic
recovery. Briefly, Economic Vision 2010
calls for:
• Achieving world-class performance

in K-12 education, higher education
and adult worker training and retraining 

• Making Indiana competitive in taxes, energy and health care
costs 

• Having a positive, proactive relationship between government
and business 

• Building state of the art information and telecommunications
systems, as well as high-quality roads, bridges, airports, railways
and ports 

• Commercialize intellectual capital, establish a favorable
image of Indiana and create a dynamic economy that is able
to grow and attract globally competitive businesses 

Since Economic Vision 2010 was established in 2000, the
Indiana General Assembly has enacted several recommendations.
Among significant achievements have been improved education
standards, the historic 2002 tax restructuring and broad-based
2003 economic development initiatives.

These are solid accomplishments. But like building a
skyscraper, rebuilding an economy and restructuring county
government is a continuous process offering numerous victories
followed by more challenges.

The Chamber will continue to make the argument for
government efficiency at the same time it carries on its traditional
representation of its members.

As we look forward to the upcoming session of the Indiana
General Assembly and the evolution of government services in
the future, it’s well to remember that a 19th century system must
be adapted to fit 21st century needs. Government that moves
quicker, eliminates duplication and serves its citizens in the
most efficient manner is not only a desire, but also a necessity.

Debating and enacting crucial changes is a wrenching
prospect. If we can get more bangs for the buck out of government,
however, we’ll all be better off.
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