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American colonies adopted local
government forms based on the
English shire system.  The Crown’s
need to address regional issues and
to allow for local governmental input
suited the American provinces which
were expansive and far from colonial
capitals

When colonies became states the
counties concept was retained.  The fed-
eral constitution made no provision for
local government, leaving such matters
to the individual states, but in turn they
adhered to the county format, over the
following centuries allocating ever greater
responsibility to them.

Florida’s sixty-seven counties follow this
general pattern.  Its constitution establishes
mimimum requirements for counties to
conduct state business, and allows them to
develop their own forms of government as
charters, only requiring that they abide by
all state law.

To date, nineteen of Florida’s counties
have adopted charter government, begin-
ning with Miami-Dade in 1956 and contin-
uing through to 2002 when Columbia
(61,500) and Leon (271,100) joined that
grouping.  

Although charter governments rep-
resent less than a third of all counties,
their combined populations account
for about 75 percent of the total.
Collier County is the largest in Florida
without a charter.

WHY CHARTER GOVERNMENT?
During 2005-06, the Collier County

Government Productivity Committee
reviewed county programs and practices in

an Efficiency and Effectiveness Report.
The results of this detailed but not in-

depth study made it evident that
there were many duplica-

tive and costly activities in government that
if eliminated might save millions yearly by
overcoming “silage,” or the tendency of
each office to address all functions irrespec-
tive of opportunities to share equipment,
plant, personnel and information. 

The Report identified measures that
should be implemented to achieve savings
and cautioned that if these could not be
achieved in timely fashion, the county ought
to revisit charter government approaches as
a means of addressing actions to effect tax-
payer cost savings, potentially increase pro-
grammatic effectiveness, and at the same
time look at a tighter system of checks and
balances, transparency and openness.

This was not the first time that charter
government was introduced in Collier
County.  In fact, it was addressed in the past,
including a vote on it in the early 1980s that
was defeated.  Then in 2002 a group of
Neapolitans unhappy with countywide
growth and anxious to see county commis-
sioners’ powers curtailed attempted to rein-
vigorate the charter issue, only to go
nowhere with their cause.

The history of Florida charters can reflect
parochial interests, blurring the bigger pic-
ture of what the exercise is supposed to be
about.  The constitution did not intend that
narrowly defined issues or discontented per-
sonalities would shape charters, but rather
that the finished charter product would
reflect the principals of good government
and practices molding efficient, fair and
effective communities as they grew.

Collier County is now at a crossroads.
Unlike its last serious look at charter gov-
ernment, the community is now nearly five
times larger than in the early 1980s, and pro-
jects a number close to three-quarters of a
million in less than twenty years.  It is scan-
dal free, has no serious divisions in govern-
mental ranks and is carefully planning for
orderly growth as a major Florida metropol-

itan area.
Is now the moment to further

plan for

the future with an updated governmental
structure?  What should such a structure
be in Collier?  This issue must be serious-
ly discussed in all societal sectors with
some decisions and perhaps actions
being outlined during the next year.

The Productivity Committee has
begun reviewing charter government
issues and along with the Commissioners
will participate in an open May work-
shop with the Florida Association of
Counties to review them..  If some con-
clusions are reached by the
Commissioners by then, they may decide
to establish a Charter Commission, thus
setting in motion actions determining the
structures of county government for the
coming years.    

MAJOR ISSUES
Charter governments are as varied as

stew recipes.  Some retain five commission-
ers while others opt for more.  The election
of many officials, such as clerks of court,
sheriffs, et al, has usually been maintained,
but some other positions have become
appointed offices.  Similarly, the county
manager may continue to be appointed or
become an elected official.

There are few universals, but two seem
to be the matter of recall and a provision for
citizen initiatives.  These give more citizen-
ry options but can be regulated to avoid
costly nuisance issues and outright harass-
ment of officials.

The danger of “silage” as seen to an
extent in Collier can be overcome, with
many administrative functions combined
county-wide, such as human resources,
benefits offices, transportation, and the
like.  Informational technology can be
more centralized, and the need to ensure
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