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The Reality





The General Assembly establishes local 
governments and assigns all responsibilities, 

powers, and authorities

State 
Legislature

The primary function of county 
government is to administer state 

programs. But county government 
also serves as the local government 

for unincorporated territory.

Counties
100

Municipalities
552

Special 
Purpose 

LGs

Special purpose local 
governments service one or a 
few purposes and often operate 
on a regional basis.

The purpose of municipal government is to 
provide additional services and regulatory 
activities in incorporated areas (beyond state- 
and/or county-wide programs).



The General Assembly establishes local 
governments and assigns all responsibilities, 

powers, and authorities

State 
Legislature
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What does 
local 

government 
mean to you?



Community Vision

Regulation

Services

Community Assistance

Economic Development

Law Enforcement

Education

Purpose of Local 
Government
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Municipalities
552
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a. Enact a law removing from office all of the current 
members of a board of county commissioners and 
replacing them with other specified individuals

b. Enact a law to un-incorporate an existing municipality

c. Enact a law to eliminate the bidding requirements for a 
particular project to be undertaken by a particular 
county

d. Enact a law creating an exception to the conflict of 
interest statutes applicable only in a specified county

e. Enact a law eliminating a local government’s privilege 
license tax authority.

f. All of the above

g. None of the above

Which of the 
following 

actions can the 
General 

Assembly 
legally take?



The Great and (almost) All Powerful 
General Assembly



1. County contract with nonprofit fire department to fund 
purchase of fire truck that will be owned by fire 
department that provides services in county.

2. City contract with boys and girls club (nonprofit) to fund a 
new van to transport city students from school to boys 
and girls club facility for after school program

3. City contract with nonprofit museum to provide funding 
for operating expenses and capital maintenance on 
nonprofit’s building.

4. County expenditure to improve city street that will lead 
to county industrial park site.

5. City assesses sales and use tax on sales transactions in 
the city.

6. City donation to community organization that runs an 
annual community music festival.

7. County commissioner may direct appropriation to local 
rotary club if part of commissioner’s discretionary funds.

Which of the 
following may 

a local 
government 
undertake?

Yes

No

No

Yes

No
No
No



A local government and 
public authority must 

have statutory authority 
to undertake any 

activity!Ex
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We need to 
do this for 

our 
citizens…

WHAT STATUTE 
SAYS WE 

CAN’T DO IT???

What Statute Says We Can Do It?

Source of Statutory Authority
• General Laws
• Local Acts
• Charter Provisions

Limits on Authority
• Federal Constitution
• Federal Law
• NC State Constitution
• NC State Regulations

But the law 
does not 

allow us to 
do it…
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Public Enterprises
Counties

• Water
• Sewer
• Solid Waste
• Stormwater
• Public Transportation
• Airports

General Government
• Law enforcement
• Land use planning
• Local regulation
• Parks & recreation
• Fire
• Community & economic 

development
• Human services
• Elections
• Register of deeds
• Education
• Libraries
• Parking
• Public Housing

Public Enterprises
Municipalities

• Water
• Sewer
• Solid Waste
• Stormwater
• Public Transportation
• Airports
• Electric
• Natrual Gas
• Cable Television / 

Broadband*

General 
purpose 

functions are 
the main 

activities of the 
local 

government. 
They are 

budgeted for 
an accounted 

for in the 
general fund.

Public 
enterprise 
functions 
involve the 
local 
government 
acting more like 
a private 
service 
provider. They 
are budgeted 
for and 
accounted for 
in an enterprise 
fund and, in 
most cases, 
should be self-
supporting.



Revenues

Sales 
Taxes

Other 
Local 
Taxes

General & 
Regulatory  

FeesPublic 
Enterprise 

Fees

Assessments 
& Taxing 
Districts

State-
shared 

Revenues

Borrowing 
Money

Property 
Taxes

Largest source of general fund revenue. Restricted to 
purposes listed in G.S. 160A-209 or G.S. 153A-149.

All counties levy 2%. Some counties levy up to 
.75% more. Must share a portion of proceeds with 
most municipalities. Generally unrestricted, but a 
portion of county amount is earmarked for school 
capital. And a portion of the additional .75% is 
earmarked for public transportation.

There is some fee authority for government 
services, such as recreation. Generally 
unrestricted revenue. There is also 
authority to charge to cover costs of 
regulatory activities. This is restricted 
revenue.

There are a handful of other local 
taxes (animal, beer & wine, rental, 
occupancy, disposal, etc.). 
Generally unrestricted, except for 
occupancy taxes.

There is broad fee authority to charge for public 
enterprise (utility) services. Some revenue is restricted; 

some is unrestricted.

Allow a local government to generate 
revenue from a subset of property owners to 
fund specific projects & services that benefit 

their properties.

The state shares several state tax 
and fee proceeds on utilities 
(electric, telecommunication, 

cable franchise, etc.) and provides 
funding to municipalities for road 

maintenance.

There are several options to 
borrow money for capital projects, 

including GO Bonds, Revenue 
Bonds, Installment Financings, 

Project Development Financings, 
Special Obligation Bonds

Must have statutory authority to generate a particular revenue and authority to expend it for a particular purpose.



Local Government Expenditures 
FY 2018-19
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1. County contract with nonprofit fire department to fund 
purchase of fire truck that will be owned by fire 
department that provides services in county.

2. City contract with boys and girls club (nonprofit) to fund a 
new van to transport city students from school to boys 
and girls club facility for after school program

3. City contract with nonprofit museum to provide funding 
for operating expenses and capital maintenance on 
nonprofit’s building.

4. County expenditure to improve city street that will lead 
to county industrial park site.

5. City assesses sales and use tax on sales transactions in 
the city.

6. City donation to community organization that runs an 
annual community music festival.

7. County commissioner may direct appropriation to local 
rotary club if part of commissioner’s discretionary funds.

Which of the 
following may 

a local 
government 
undertake?

Yes

No

No

Yes

No
No
No



Support Partnershipvs.
A local government generally 
DOES NOT have statutory authority to 
support a nonprofit’s, community 
organization’s, or other private entity’s 
general operating or capital expenditures 
(but there are exceptions)

A local government MAY enter a 
partnership (contractual agreement) with 
any private entity to fund an activity, 
service, project, etc. that the local 
government has statutory authority to 
engage in.  
See G.S. 160A-20.1 & G.S. 153A-449

Unless an exception applies, should treat nonprofit / 
other private entity as a ”service provider”

Funding for Nonprofits & Community Organizations



What Makes NC Local 
Government Unique?
• State has primary responsibility for funding education and 

highways

• Counties have primary responsibility for human services at 
the local level

• Counties have authority to provide most urban-type 
services

• Counties and cities have extensive authority to regulate 
and direct urban development

• Counties and cities have broad authority to enter 
interlocal agreements and form regional partnerships

• Heavy reliance on general-purpose local governments 
(counties and cities) to perform most local functions (e.g. 
schools do not have taxing authority)



(Weak) Mayor / 
Council Form of 

Government

Council more 
involved in 

administration / 
operations

Council / 
Manager Form of 

Government

Council 
delegates more 
administration / 

operations to 
staff





Shared Governance within County Government
Major State-
Mandated 
Functions

Policy-Setting Authority Funding Authority / 
Responsibility

Control Over Personnel

Law Enforcement State, Sheriff, County Board County Board Sheriff (but County Board sets number of personnel 
and compensation)

Register of Deeds State, County Board County Board Register of Deeds (but County Board sets number of 
personnel and compensation)

Public Schools State, Local Board of Education State, County Board Local Board of Education

Public Health State, Local Public Health 
Board/County Board

State, County Board Local Public Health Board/County Board

Mental Health State, Regional Mental Health Board State, County Board Area Mental Health Authority Board

Social Services State, Local Social Services 
Board/County Board

State, County Board Local Social Services Board/County Board

Elections State, Local Board of Elections State, County Board Local Board of Elections (but county board sets total 
salary amount)

Community Colleges State, Community College Board State, County Board Community College Board



External Accountability & Oversight

030201 04

New 
Legislative 

Commission

State Auditor

State 
Bureau of 

Investigation 
(SBI)

Local 
Government 
Commission

(LGC)

Annual Audit

There are 
separate but 
overlapping 

mechanisms to 
ensure local 
government 

compliance with 
financial and 

other statutory 
requirements.



Regionalization

How do we 
adapt our 
structures and 
functions to 
meet the 
evolving 
challenges?



Shared Governance with Other Local Governments

County

Special Purpose 
Local 

Governments
Municipality(ies)

§ 160A-461. Interlocal cooperation authorized. 
Any unit of local government in this State and any 
one or more other units of local government in this 
State or any other state (to the extent permitted by 
the laws of the other state) may enter into contracts 
or agreements with each other in order to execute 
any undertaking. The contracts and agreements shall 
be of reasonable duration, as determined by the 
participating units, and shall be ratified by resolution 
of the governing board of each unit spread upon its 
minutes. 
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