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The key thing to understand about public agency decision-making is that
it’s different. Different from what? It is different from the way individuals
make decisions; it’s also different from the way private businesses make
decisions. That difference is in the fundamental purposes and objectives of

those decisions.

Collective Decision-
Making in the
Public’s Interest

When a public agency makes a decision,
the guiding principle must always be
what best serves the public’s interests,
not the personal self-interests of the
decision-makers. That is because the
very purpose of having public agencies
is to provide mechanisms to engage in
collective decision-making. The goal of
this decision-making is to work through
challenges being faced in a community,
to provide services and facilities and,
through laws, to guide individual
behaviors to promote the overall

safety, well-being and prosperity of the
community.
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Another way that public agency decision-
making is different is that often the
decision-making power is shared. For
example, special district governing
boards, county boards of supervisors, city
councils, school boards and various other
public agency boards and commissions
make decisions collectively, typically by a
vote of the members of those bodies.

The prevalence of shared power
and decision-making has important
implications.

B Co-Leaders. For participants in the
decision-making process, shared power
and decision-making puts a premium
on leadership skills that help one’s
fellow leaders find common ground.

# The Public. For those members of the
public desiring to influence the process,
shared power and decision-making
frequently means having conversations
with multiple decision-makers.




n Reporters. For the media
covering the process, shared
power and decision-making means
understanding that decision-makers
may have diverse perspectives.

Shared decision-making provides checks
and balances in the exercise of authority.
Such checks and balances maximize the
likelihood that decision-making does
indeed serve the public’s interests.

Determining the
Public’s Interests

How do decision-makers and the
public determine what course of action
in a given situation best serves the
interests of the community? There are
several ways:

m FElections. The public votes to elect
representatives to make decisions
on their behalf. Well-run campaigns
provide fair, relevant and truthful
information about the qualifications,
values and vision of those who seek
public office so the public can elect
those whose judgment and opinions
they trust and agree with,

m Decision-Making Processes. A
public agency’s decision-making
process typically provides a number
of opportunities for people to provide
input in the process. An important
responsibility for public officials is
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to listen and comnsider this input as
they decide what course of action best
serves the public.

® Analysis and Management. Public
agencies hire professional staff to
provide analysis to eleeted officials
and other decision-makers on the pros
and cons of a given course of action.
Staff also implements the policies that
elected officials and other decision-
makers make. Staff is also responsible
for day-to-day management of agency
functions.

m Ballot Measures. [n some situations,
the voters make the decision
themselves. Examples include certain
kinds of financial decisions (such
as the decision to incur debt or raise
certain kinds of revenues). In other
cases, the public can insist on being
part of the decision-making process
through what’s called the initiative
and referendum process (see page 37).
Elected officials may also choose to
put issues on the ballot to let the public
weigh in, either in an advisory capacity
or to make the final decision.

These processes are all means to the end
of determining the public’s interests.
However, as Martin Luther King Jr.
observed, in a democracy, the means

are the ends. These processes—and the
integrity with which one engages in these
processes—all have an intrinsic value
wholly apart from the resulting outcome.
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Different kinds of public agencies
have responsibility for different kinds
of functions. From a member of the
public’s standpoint, the first task is
figuring out what public agency has
decision-making responsibility for the
issue he or she cares about. For example,
complaining to a city government
about an issue involving a local fire
department will not be effective if the
fire department is operated by a special
fire district.

Similar problems can occur if an
individual is interested in becoming
more involved in the community by
secking appointment or election to
local public office. If the person is
interested in being appointed to a board
or commission, or running for public
office, then it’s important to know the
specific responsibilities of the board,
commission, or office to be sure it deals
with issues that are of the most concern.

In addition, a candidate for election to
the governing body of a city or a county
needs to realize that such office holders
are responsible for making decisions on
the full range of issues confronting that
agency—iuot just the ones the individual
was originally interested in.

es What?

Types and #
Responsibilities of
Local Agencies

Counties. Counties play a dual role
in California’s system of government.
California is divided into 58 counties.

B Countywide Services. Counties
provide a variety of important county-
wide health, welfare and social
services that serve all residents within
a county. In these respects, counties
are part of a statewide system that
delivers certain kinds of programs
and services to Californians.

Counties’ district attorneys work
with county sheriffs and city police
departments to prosecute crimes.

m Municipal Services and
Regulations. For those areas that
are not within a city (often referred
to as the “unincorporated areas”
of a county), counties provide law
enforcement services through the
sheriff’s office. For these areas,
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counties may also provide such

services as fire protection, animal
control, parks, recreation, public
works (including roads), planning
and land use, water, waste water,
solid waste, and library—services
that are similar to those cities provide
within their boundaries (known as
the incorporated areas). Sometimes
counties and cities provide these
services collaboratively. Sometimes
these services may be provided by
a private company or by a special
district.

Counties also have regulatory
authority within the unincorporated
areas (such as land use planning
authority and building code
enforcement). This includes the power
to adopt regulations to promote the
public good within those areas.

For More Information About Counties
and County Issues...

See the California State Association of
Counties’ website www.csac.counties.org,
including the "Califernia’s Counties” tab.

Cities. California has nearly 500 cities.
‘Within city boundaries, cities have
responsibility for such services as police
and fire, animal control, parks, public
works, water, waste water, solid waste, and
library. Sometimes these services may be
provided by the city itself or by the county,
a special district or a private company.

Cities also have authority to adopt
regulations that promote the public
good within city limits. These include
regulations relating to land use and
building code enforcement.

For More Information about Cities
and City Issues...

See the League of California Cities’
website www.cacities.org.

P OTHER TYPES OF PUBLIC AGENCIES CREATED BY COUNTIES AND CITIES

Counties and cities can also create entities to accomplish particular tasks, such as
redevelopment.agencies and housing authorities.

Redevelopment is a tool created by state law to assist counties and cities in eliminat-
ing blight from a designated area, as well as to develop and rehabilitate residential, commercial, indus-
trial and retail property within an area.

Housing authorities administer local, state and federal housing programs to provide safe and sanitary
residential dwelling accommodations for persons of very low-, low- and moderate-income.
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Special Districts. Special districts are
public agencies created to provide one or
more specific services to a communifty,
such as water service, sewer service,
parks, fire protection and others.

B Dependent Special Districts.
Sometimes the governing board of
either a city or county will also serve
as decision-makers for a special
district. These kinds of special
districts are called “dependent special
districts.”

m Independent Special Districts.
Other special districts operate under
a locally elected, independent board
of directors, which oversees district
functions. These kinds of special
districts are called “independent
special districts.”

Most special districts perform a single
function, such as water service, parks
and recreation, fire protection, pest
abatement or cemetery management.
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Other districts have multiple functions,
such as community service districts.
Some special districts provide services
for residents in both cities and counties,
while others provide services only

for residents who live outside city
boundaries in the unincorporated areas.

In California, cities must be located in
one county, and city boundaries may
not cross county lines. On the other
hand, special districts may cross city
and county boundaries. For example, the
Metropolitan Water District of Southern
California serves residents in six
different counties and most of the cities
within those counties.

For More Information about
Special Districts and Special
District Issues...

See the California Special Districts As-
sociation's website www.csda.net “About
Special Districts” tab.




Other Kinds of Local Agencies. Local
agencies also join together to accomplish
shared objectives.

B Joint Powers Authorities (JPAs).
Local agencies will sometimes enter
into agreements to exercise shared
powers to provide more effective or
efficient government services or to
solve a service delivery problem.

A JPA may collectively offer any
service provided by its member

cities and counties. One common
form of joint powers authority is one
that serves as a form of insurance
company for local agencies. Through
the joint powers agreement, these
agencies pool their resources to
promote activities to reduce risk

and pool their assets to pay claims
against member entities (for example,
workers compensation claims). Joint
powers authorities typically have their
own board of directors (typically
public officials appointed by each
participating public entity), their own
policy development system, and their
oW management structure.

For More Information...

See the California Association of
Joint Powers Authorities’ website
www.cajpa.org.

m Councils of Government (COGs). A
council of government is a particular
form of joint powers authority created
to engage in certain policy-making
activities. The exact combination of
duties varies from region to region.
The two most prevalent duties are
planning-related activities relating to
affordable housing and transportation
on a regional level. Some councils
of government cover one county;
others cover multiple counties. Some
councils of governments cover such
a large area (as in the Southern
California area) that local agencies
also participate in sub-regional council
of government activities as well.

In addition, local agencies will
sometimes create a nonprofit
corporation to perform certain
functions for the community. These
nonprofits are governed by a board of
directors according to an adopted set of
bylaws. As with public agencies, there
are certain transparency requirements
for nonprofit corporations because of
their special status.

For More Information . ..

See the California Association of
Councils of Governments’ website
www.calcog.org.
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Schoels. School districts are responsible
for educating children from kindergarten
through high school. Some school
districts provide pre-school

services. Unlike some

other states, in California

public schools and

cities/counties have

separately elected

governing bodies.

For example, in New

York City, the mayor is responsible
for the schools. This is not the case in
California.

California’s public education

system also includes community
college districts, the California State
University system and the University
of California system.
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This is perhaps the most important
thing to understand about California’s
public education system—it is a multi-
leveled, complex system. There are
many state laws that determine how
schools operate. The availability of
funding for schools is also largely
determined by the state, through the
budget process. Locally elected school
boards are a part of this system, as are
county offices of education.




