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THE REGIONALIZATION OF CLEVELAND'S MUNICIPAL
SERIVCES
1950 TO 1977:
THE PROCESS AND THE POLITICS

Abstract

by
MARY B. STAVISH

The exodus of the nation's urban populations from central cities to
the suburbs accelerated dramatically after World War II, changing the
balance of authority between the urban core and its satellite
communities. At the same time, the postwar dispersion of the
population was accompanied by an outward movement of economic
activity to the growing suburban areas which enabled them to become
independent of their declining central cities. Urban historians have
been slow to acknowledge that this demographic shift made it difficult
for central city governments formed during the 19th and early 20th
century to maintain municipal functions whose service areas were
rapidly expanding. They failed to see that enlarged service areas
required a concomitant regionalization of governing authority to deliver
these public functions effectively.

This phenomenon was present in the greater Cleveland area
during the period 1950-1977 where expanded municipal responsibilities
and a proliferation of suburban governments produced a complex

network of political arrangements that required some form of



metropolitan oversight. To remedy this problem, a regional
government movement was launched to expand Cuyahoga County's
authority by giving it municipal powers. When the reorganization
failed to receive voter approval, the regional concept was applied to
Cleveland's water pollution control and transit systems in order to
manage the pressures that inhibited efficient delivery of these services.
Using Cleveland as a case study, the regionalization process is
analyzed to determine how the deconcentration of population and
employment affected the city's ability to maintain its municipal services
over an extended metropolitan area; how the region created new
administrative structures for two key functions; and how the new
administrative strctures altered the political relationships among the
city, the suburbs, and the county. This dissertation argues that the
systems’ functional regionalization established a new governing
partnership among Cleveland, Cuyahoga County, and the suburbs,
giving political legitimacy to the changed balance of metropolitan
authority. In the larger context, it also confirmed the suburbs’
economic and social independence from declining central cities
nationwide, setting the stage for the growth of new multi-centered

urban areas.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

After World War II suburban migration permanently changed
the demographic structure of the older industrial cities of the Northeast
and Midwest. The decentralization was two-fold, the dispersion of
population and businesses from the central cities to the suburbs and the
exodus of manufacturing from the area entirely. This was matched by
growing in-migration to the urban core, including blacks and
appalachian whites, which altered the prevailing mix of its population
and its social and economic structure. With a declining tax base, cities
were hard pressed to meet the varied service needs of a more dependent
population and to extend their regionai municipal functions to the
growing suburbs at the same time. These two circumstances increased
the complexity of governing urban areas.

The pattern of governing in the suburbs also became more
fragmented as new cities, towns and villages were organized, school
districts were established, and a variety of ad hoc service arrangements
were implemented. Analysis of the problem, however, varied. Most
metropolitan reformers saw these proliferating governments as an
obvious problem with the numerous, overlapping, and uncoordinated
local units making government in the metropolitan areas confusing
and needlessly expensive. Another view of the regional problem
focused on deficiencies in regional municipal services and the central
city's inability to remedy them; some social critics concerned about the

quality of urban life saw the congested, noisy, dirty city and its lack of



space being replicated in the suburbs and considered that a major
problem; and still others wanted an effective decision-making process
as it applied to regional goals.1 Civic reformers focused on inefficient
governments and inadequate municipal services, reviving the concept
of regional government to reduce the number of area governments and
to improve the administration of municipal functions. To them, the
logic was unassailable given the problems in coordinating public
programs, the growing disparity between needs and resources within
an area, and the obvious effiencies available in metropolitan
administration.2 However, in discussing the logic and ideology of
metropolitan reform, Lowdon Wingo pointed out that: "...reformers
must ultimately confront the fact that radical changes in the
institutions and processes of society imply extensive redistribution of
societal goods--wealth, power, security, honor." He concluded that "it
is hardly surprising that those asked to surrender what they consider
to be disporportionate shares will resist such demands and develop a
counter-logic to sanctify their resistance."3

In emphasizing structural recrganization through an orderly,
efficient metropolitan government, reformers placed themselves in
conflict with the tradition of local autonomy and independent grass-
roots democracy. In his incisive analysis of metropolitan civic life,
Scott Greer argued that the chief the barrier to political change lay in
the cultural norms of our society, norms that include the right to local
self-government.4 Both the suburbs and the central cities sought to
protect their independence--neither was sure that it could prevail in a

reorganized county government. As a result, comparatively few



campaigns for comprehensive metropolitan reform attracted sufficient
voter approval. Urban historian Jon Teaford concluded pessimistically
that:

"Americans preferred the autonomy of the social fragment to
some unifying civic ideal preached by starry-eyed reformers.
Thus Americans opted for the dissolution of the city and,
with the aid of the automobile, created the dispersed and
fragmented metropolitan world of the late twentieth

D
century.

Advocates of regional government argued in either/or terms--
metropolitan government or continued fragmentation of the governing
process. These mutually exclusive alternatives denied the existence of
other solutions. In reality, lesser adjustments to government
operations could be made--and were made--cumulatively to improve
services as problems arose.6

Although these incremental adjustments were taking place
during the post World War II period, urban historians were slow to
acknowledge that city governments formed during the 19th and 26th
centuries could no longer maintain municipal functions when
expanded service areas made them, in effect, regional operations.
Many historians, like other observers, failed to see that the widespread
deconcentration of the urban population and economy required a
concomitant regionalization of governing authority.

While much was written about the need for a more rational
metropolitan government, no historian has emphasized the role of local

particularism in shaping the reorganizations that actually took place.



This dissertation will examine that decision-making process as it
reiaied to regional municipal services in Cleveland, Ohio. The

Cleveland case illuminates three major phenomena:

1. how disperson of population and employment made it
difficult for one city to maintain its services over the
entire metropolitan area;

2. how the region created new administrative structures for
two key functions;

3. how the new administrative structures altered political
relationships among the city, the suburbs, and the county.

Although the trend toward decentralization away from the
central city predated World War II, in Cleveland, as elsewhere, the
dispersion accelerated and intensified during the postwar period,
leaving the city financially vulnerable and demonstrating the need for
metropolitan control of its municipally-owned sewage disposal and
transit systems. As these two services declined under the city's aegis,
the region slowly recognized the need for a broader financial and
administrative system. In examining the process and its resolution,
this dissertation argues:

--that the regionalization process redefined the politirai

relationship among Cleveland, its suburbs and Cuyahoga

County in the reallocation of authority over the sewage

disposal and transit systems.

--that while state and federal policies contributed to the

need for regionalization and their agencies actively

encouraged it, the form of reorganization was determined by

local government interests which in turn were influenced by

the changing political relationships in the area.

--that the choice of an independent regional district to
govern the sewage disposal and transit systems satisfied the



political, financial, administrative, and technological

requirements needed to operate the two municipal functions.

In the larger context, this dissertation asserts that the
regionalization process, as it occurred in Cleveland, also confirmed the
suburbs' economic and social independence from a declining central
city. Traditionally, most suburbs achieved political independence by
incorporation while they were still dependent on the economic life of the
urban core. The postwar redistribution of business and industry
conferred additional stature on suburbia, a stature that was eventually,
acknowledged by the inclusion of the suburbs in a regional partnership
with other local governing entities.

Thé growing fragmentation of local government impeded the
effective delivery of metropolitan municipal services. In the Cleveland
area, however, two major municipal services were restructured
between 1950 and 1977 in ways that provided an answer to the question
who should provide area-wide municipal services and in what form.

In tracing the process, this dissertation also examines: how the city's
decline adversely affected the delivery of its municipal services; how
the attempt to cope with needed changes in two of its major services
revealed the limitations of a central city government; and how that
government's inability to manage those two regional functions resulted
in the dilution of its authority over them.

Cleveland's postwar history was replicated in the other industrial
cities of the midwest. Typical of growing prosperous cities in the early
20th century, Cleveland had a large and diverse immigrant population.

Since 1940, its nationality-based politics had produced a succession of




pro-forma Democratic mayors and like-minded city councils whose 33
members faithfully represented their constituent's varied local
interests. At the beginning of the 1950s, Cleveland's economic boom
years were past, although the industrial demands of the Korean war
masked that reality. Cleveland was still the central city of the region in
1950 however, the dominant force in Cuyahoga County, and home to
65.8% of the county's population. Twenty years later, its percentage of
the county's population had declined to 43.6%.

Population deconcentration and the proliferation of governing
authorities form the background for the heart of the dissertation--an
analysis of the unsuccessful metropolitan government movement to
give Cuyahoga County home rule and then the process of regionalizing
the ownership and operation of Cleveland's water, sewage disposal,
and transit systems. Governing Cleveland was becoming more complex
as the city increased the scope of its municipal services to meet the
demands of its constituents and retain its eroding economic base. The
city also needed to expand its regional services into the rapidly growing
suburbs. Concurrently, the number of suburban governments with
multiple service responsibilities was growing, and some were hard
pressed to meet the demands of their inhabitants. These distinctive
postwar themes of rapidly expanding suburbs coupled with the growing
complexity of the governing process led metropolitan reformers to seek
a regional solution to the problem of delivering area-wide municipal
services.

Like their counterparts in other declining urban areas, greater

Cleveland's civic reformers saw Cuyahoga County's fragmented



suburban governments as a major impediment to efficiency within the
area. Between 1950 and 1977 they campaigned to create a two-tier
political structure by reorganizing county government, giving it
authority to administer some regional municipal services, including
Cleveland's water, sewage, and transit systems. Neither city nor
suburb, however, wished to give up any autonomy.

In 1950, Cleveland controlled the region's water, sewage, and
transit systems, but in the following two decades that control was
challenged by new environmental initiatives and by the accelerated
dispersion of Cleveland's population. The city's population loss and
economic decline during the period strained its ability to expand the
water and sewage disposal systems, or to provide necessary transit
subsidies. Consequently, when some type of regional authority became
critical for the city-owned systems, proposals less drastic than
comprehensive metropolitan government were investigated. The
process of regionalizing the systems contained two necessary eliements:
a consensus on the need for metropolitan authority and local
agreement on the appropriate administrative structure to carry it out.

The administrative histories of Cleveland's inter-related water
and sewage disposal systems were characterized by contention over
user rates and by the decisive influence of federal and state agencies in
making a convincing case for regionalization. Water and sewer
systems had been essential to the city's public health since the late 19th
century, when the densely populated community depended on its ability

to deliver fresh water and to collect contaminated wastewater in sewers



- disposal. riowever, the systems were expensive municipal
enhancements that required outside capital to build and maintain.
Urban historian Eric Monkkonen has noted that a city's corporate
powers permit it to "borrow and lend, build and destroy, expand and
contract, appear and disappear,” giving it the ability to create an urban
environment that will encourage economic growth.7 Cleveland's
creditworthiness enabled it to borrow the money it needed through the
issuance of municipal bonds; this was the benchmark of a growing
city's vitality—-a valuable package of improvements a city used to attract
business and industry to the area.

Cleveland's municipal administrations supported their
entrepreneurial ambitions by building water and sewage collection
systems during the last half of the19th and early 20th centuries. Once
the structures were in place, they devised an efficient system for
delivering untainted drinking water to their service areas. Prodded by
Ohio’s Department of Health which was concerned about local water
pollution, in the 1920s the city also installed sewage treatment plants to
remove contaminants from the city's wastewater before returning it to
the lake. During the first half of the 20th century Cleveland's city
govemmeﬁts assumed that their control of the two systems would
always prevail.

After World War II, two circumstances challenged the city's
ability to maintain these oberations: the dispersion of its population to
outlying areas and a revival of concern over the pollution of the
Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie. In the postwar period, both suburban
growth and increased regulation of water pollution were national



movements that intersected at the local level, affecting the process of
regionalizing the sewage disposal function.

Cleveland's transit system also was adversely affected by the
decentralization of Cleveland's population, and its deteriorating
financial condition made it another candidate for metropolitan
administration after World War II. The issue of municipal transit
ownership dated back to the turn of the century when reform mayor
Tom Johnson, who favored public ownership and a 3-cent fare, battled
the private owners of the city's streetcar system. This dispute was
resolved when the privately-owned Cleveland Railway Company was
formed in 1910 to take control of the street cars but with substantial city
oversight. The decreased patronage and revenue of the Depression
years forced CRC to sell the system to the City of Cleveland in 1942. The
city created a separate transit commission to operate the new Cleveland
Transit System (CTS). During the postwar period CTS, like others in
the nation, struggled to retain its viability as the central citv's
population departed for the suburbs, and urban mass transit found it
more and more difficult to compete with private automobiles.

While this dissertation is concerned with the local ramifications
of the metropolitan process, external pressure from state and federal
agencies was crucial in promoting regional governance of the sewage
and transit systems in Cleveland. Once these outside influences
established the need, local authorities examined the metropolitan
options that were available under Ohio law, and adopted a form of
reorganization that was compatible with the area's political climate.



The state and federal governments played particularly important
roles in the effort to control water pollution. The state of Ohio, through
its Department of Health, had been concerned at the turn of the century
about the pollutants that threatened the public health of Ohio's densely
populated cities. Under the Health Department's watchful eye,
Cleveland built three treatment plants in the 1920s to remove
contaminants before wastewater returned to Lake Erie. After World
War II, increased concern about sanitary and industrial pollution led
Ohio to establish state water quality standards and to encourage local
authorities to take action to abate pollution. Pollution-abatement
programs throughout the nation were strengthened in the mid-1960s
when the Federal government actively intervened in the fight against
pollution as part of its the quest for a cleaner environment. While
water-borne bacteria had long been a public health concern, the effort to
remove industrial pollutants from the nation's waterways was new,
and it required the imposition of more stringent water quality
standards. The Federal Water Quality Act of 1965 and the Clean Water
Restoration Act of 1966, which made federal funds available to improve
local sewage disposal systems, was crucial in promoting metropolitan
administration. The Federal Water Pollution Control Administration
and later the Environmental Protection Agency worked with state
authorities to set higher water quality standards and to monitor the
progress of water pollution abatement. Implementation of those new
standards required the building and upgrading of local sewage
treatment facilities--significant local investments which required area-

wide cooperation. This was the motivating force behind the



regionalization of those municipal sewage disposal systems that were
still controlled by central cities.

The nation's urban mass transit systems, including the one in
Cleveland, were severely weakened by federal funding of a national
highway program and the postwar building of lacal freeways, both of
which promoted use of the automobile. The federal government, did not
acknowledge that declining mass transit systems were jeopardizing the
welfare and vitality of urban areas until 1964 when the Urban Mass
Transit Act (UMTA) provided financial assistance to local systems.
The UMTA stimulated the formation of regional transit systems by
requiring a metropolitan transit plan before federal funds could be
released. Federal encouragement of metropolitan administration of
area-wide services was founded on the belief that comprehensive,
regional systems were necessary for the efficient use of funds. The
government thus presented cities with a powerful rationale for regional
action. Federal and state agencies, however, could only supply the
arguments for regionalization and some key funds; local political forces
had to work out the details. Together, national encouragement and
local politics shaped the local metropolitan process. While Cleveland's
two systems were administered differently and were of varying
importance to the community as a whole, their regionalization provides
an appropriate vehicle for the study of changing local political
relationships brought about by their restructuring.

The regionalization process in greater Cleveland was part of a
major national development in the post World War IT period--the



evolution of suburbs from satellites of the central city to their collective
economic independence.- In the 19508, suburbs were defined by William
Dobriner as: "those urbanized residential communities which are
outside the corporate limits of a large central city but which are
culturally and economically dependent on the central cit:y,"8 Their
physical development, fueled by the general economic expansion,
substantial in-migration, and increasing prosperity, was the most
visible evidence of the changes taking place during the post World War
II period. Compared with 19th and 20th century suburbs, segregated by
class and economic function, the growing postwar suburbs displayed
considerable diversity.

Observing the rapid development of the suburbs, some urban
scholars, intent on preserving central city hegenomy, 'focused on the
disadvantages of suburban life. In criticizing the new suburban units,
political scientist Robert Wood likened them in 1958 to older
autonomous governments that resisted the forces of progress and
modernity; in 1962 sociologist Scott Greer questioned the ability of these
“small scale” municipal governments to solve suburban problems with
the limited tax base available to them. Like many other urbanists,
Wood and Greer doubted the capacity of suburban governments to
provide adequate public services and decried their parochialism.
However, they also doubted that it was possible to establish overarching
regional governments that were capable of correcting the deficiences.?
In reality, suburbs always had been far more flexible in dealing with
their service problems than Wood and Greer indicated. Michael Ebner

pointed this out in his study of Chicago's North Shore Communities,



some of whom "set aside the tradition of autonomy” to organize the
much needed North Shore Sanitary District in 1914.10 During the post
World War II period, other urban scholars were concerned about the
suburban lifestyle. William Whyte charged that the suburban social
ethic legitimized social pressure against the individual. He saw
conformity in Park Forest, Illinois imposed by the adaptation of many of
its residents to the corporate culture of large companies where they
worked.11 David Reisman questioned whether the low density suburbs
could support the cultural diversity available in a central city where
specialized cultures are made available to all.12 Both Whyte and
Reisman were concerned that the kind of individualism characteristic
of the urban core might be lost.

Over time, growth of the suburbs as residential and economic
centers established their permanent independence from the weakened
central cities, and urban scholars noted this remarkable development
in the 1960s and 1970s with mixed reactions. Kenneth Jackson,
retaining dependency as a characteristic of suburban development,

viewed it as,

"...the culmination of the earlier 19th and early 20th
century tradition of an urban middle class elite following
the advances in transportation technology outside the city
limits to live and commute to the central business

district."13

In 1985, Jackson predicted a slowdown in suburban growth due to
rising energy prices, increased cost of land and interest rates, lagging

technology in home building, and declining size of the average family.



Thus, he implied that suburban growth was finite, a unique

phenomenon with a beginning and an end.13

Robert Fishman in Bourgeois Utopias proposed another model for
suburban growth. To paraphrase Fishman, suburbs were
dependencies of the central city whose population was restricted to a
bourgeois elite until 1945 when suburbia ended as a discrete entity. Post
World War II population deconcentration changed the basic nature of
the suburb, creating an entirely new decentralized city with a middle
class orientation. The suburban relationship with the central city
shifted from dependence to increasing independence as its residential
character was replaced a mix of housing, industry, and commercial
development. Beyond suburban independence, Fishman envisioned
more new cities growing on the periphery of an urban area creating
multicentered regions tied together by super highways, generating
“urban diversity without urban concentration."14

Acknowledging the changing status of the suburbs in the early
1970s, Anthony Downs expanded the operational definition of suburbs

as follows:

"...Suburbs refers to all parts of all metropolitan areas
outside of central cities. It therefore includes
unincorporated areas as well as [18,000] suburban
municipalities. Communities that are considered suburbs
by this definition range in population from a few hundered
to over 80,000, in land-use compositicn from entirely
residential to almost entirely industrial with nearly all
possible mixtures in between, and in distance from the
central city from immediate adjacency to over a hundred

miles away. 15



Building on Downs expansive definition of suburbs, Peter Muller
also placed suburban economic and cultural independence in the 1970s
when multifuctional cores dotted the urban landscape, and the city's
central business district was no longer the focal point of the region. He
says,

"In the process, the term "suburbs' itself has been rendered
obsolete because such settlements are simply no longer "sub"

to the "urb” in the traditional sense."16
Although urban historians may vary the date of suburban
independence, it was a valid fault line in the evolution of suburban
growth. The political recognition of suburbia's new status by other
governing entities is the larger context in which the regionalization of
Cleveland's sewage disposal and transit systems will be analyzed in

this dissertation.
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CHAPTER TWOQ
THE REGIONAL GOVERNMENT MOVEMENT IN CLEVELAND

I. Introduction

Early in the 20th century central cities were challenged when the
movement of urban populations outside the urban core forced existing
governments to reassess their roles. Suburban development and a
growing immigrant political constituency in the city caused
metropolitan reformers to consider a regional government for the
area's decentralizing population. After World War II, the need for
regional government gained further credibility with the wholesale
deconcentration of the population and the concurrent increase in the
complexity of local governing.

Cleveland experienced the same demographic and economic
shifts that were shaping other postwar American cities as its
governing structures expanded to meet the increasing demand for
more and better municipal services. With the exodus of its white
middle class population to the suburbs, the prevailing mix of the city's
population changed. The economic and social needs of its poorer in-
migrants, unfamiliar with the urban environment, needed to be
addressed at the same time the city administration was expanding its
regional functions to the suburban areas. Cleveland established offices
such as Hispanic Liason, Aging, and Consumer Affairs to meet the
needs of its citizens as well as new departments of Economic

Development and Community Development in an effort to arrest the
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city's decline. Meanwhile, the proliferating suburban governments
outside the city strained to meet the service demands of their
population, and intermunicipal agreements or city-suburban contracts
were undertaken to solve immediate fiscal or service crises.l Although
many suburbs provided a substantial share of their own municipal
gervices, almost all contracted with Cleveland for water and sewage
service.

The number of special function districts also was growing.
Cleveland had pioneered in district government, organizing the
Cleveland Metropolitan Park district in .1917 and the Cuyahoga
Metropolitan Housing Authority in 1935 among others. Between 1947
and 1975, however, the number of special districts, with autonomous
responsibilities in such fields as conservation, education, and health,
doubled. Regional Council of Governments (COG) was a new flexible
form of institutionalized cooperation in the metropolis to deal with
common problems. COGs were organized in the Greater Cleveland
area to collect municipal income taxes, to coordinate criminal justice
planning, and to establish cooperative suburban law enforcement,
among others.

The growing complexity of these governing arrangements
prompted local metropolitan reformers to examine area-wide
government as a way to administer regional functions serving the
greater Clevelund community. In Cleveland a comprehensive
reorganization of Cuyahoga County appeared to be the optimum
solution to the service delivery problem and the growing fragmentation

of local government generally. In contrast, the governments which



managed municipal functions sought a consensus on regional
alternatives that maintained local political relationships. Although the
comprehensive reform of Cuyahoga County failed to obtain voter
approval, the need for alternative metropolitan structures remained.
Within the framework of the declining city, the growing suburbs, and
the increased service demands, greater Cleveland's regional
government movement will be analyzed, and regional alternatives for
individual municipal functions will be considered. This chapter sets
the stage for the regionalization process that led to metropolitan sewage

disposal and transit systems in the Cleveland area.

Background
The American city was changing as large segments of the cities'

populations moved to the suburbs. Between 1950 and 1960, the
population of metropolitan areas in the United States climbed by 23.6
million persons or 26 percent. In the 20 largest metropolitan areas the
percentage of the population living in the central cities declined from
58% to 49%. Retail business followed the outward migration and within
the same decade, the shopping mall became a suburban way of life,
meanwhile, numerous manufacturing, warehouse, and wholesale
firms also moved to suburbia. By the early 1960s, new businesses were
springing up, providing thousands of jobs and millions of dollars in tax
revenue for outlying municipalities, siphoning off a significant share of
the central city's wealth.2

The post World War II redistribution of the urban population led
metropolitan reformers to look at consolidation and federative



government as options to correct the pressing contemporary needs as
they saw them. City-county consolidation was the most inclusive
change--an option that was feasible when the county lacked the
authority to change its operation and when it lacked sufficient taxing
ability to implement necessary improvements. A less drastic reform
was a federative metropolitan government in which a two-tier system
was established by reorganizing county government so that it could
manage municipal services with regional service areas.

Many reformers saw the problem as the physical redistribution of
the population and the resulting development of muitiple suburban
governments. In their view, metropolitan government was needed to
reduce these overlapping and uncoordinated units, which made local
administration confusing, expensive, and inefficient. Nationwide,
metropolitan surveys, including one in Cleveland, focused on the
severity of the problem and encouraged corrective action. Most regional
advocates sought to lessen the influence of fragmented municipalities
by concentrating on restructuring existing county government through
the use of a home rule charter which gave counties greater authority to
respond to the interests and needs of all their citizens.

The movement to establish county home rule dated back to the
19th century Dillon law of the 1870 which established the state's
unqualified authority over counties. According to the law, counties
possessed only powers derived from-the state constitutions or its
legislation. Adverse reaction to this ruling produced the home rule
movement designed to give counties all powers not specifically






