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The evolution of law enforcement in the United States has created a
circumstance where thousands of smaller communities are served by a police agency,
some of which may not have the capability or resources to provide adequate police
service. Many of these are agencies operate within a geographical area where they are
joined by common boundaries, yet each operates as an autonomous police force. One
possible solution to this quandary is to consolidate those existing agencies
experiencing difficulties in the provision of police services into single, larger
departments with combined resources.

The purpose of this research was to determine what factors existed that impact
on the consolidation of police forces. More specifically, it explored how these factors
come into play when decision makers were faced with possibility of eliminating
existing agencies and merging them into a larger organization.

This study was conducted by selecting three counties as individual study sites:

Kent County, Michigan, due to its limited history with consolidation; Ottawa County,
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Michigan, because of its experience with two consolidations; and Norfolk County,
England, based on its long experience with management of merged agencies.

Data were collected from interviews with police management officials in all
three counties. An analysis of the data, using an ethnographic software program,
identified nine primary factors that have the potential of influencing the consolidation
process. Of these factors, two ranked as the most critical: (1) Management Issues, and
(2) Local Control and Identity. Management issues, such as merging varying pay
scales, benefit packages, labor contracts, and seniority, were seen as potential
difficulties requiring a great deal of planning and, in most cases, compromise. Local
Control and Identity focused on the unwillingness of individual communities to
relinquish political and operational control of their police force and a subsequent loss
of community identity.

The consolidation of existing police organizations is a complex undertaking. It
requires careful planning, political will, and a willingness on the part of all to work

toward a common good: the provision of effective and efficient police services.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

On January 1, 1982, in Michigan, by a vote of the residents of both the City of
Battle Creek and Battle Creek Township, the township ceased to exist. On that date,
Battle Creek Township became part of the city with all governmental services,
including the 15 members of the township’s police department, being merged into the
new metropolitan government. In the summer of 1995, the leadership in the Township
of Bedford, located adjacent to the City of Battie Creek, voted to abolish its police
department and contract with the city for police services. In a similar manner, in 1996
another township adjacent to Battle Creek, Pennfield Township, elected to dissolve its
police force and provide police services to the citizens of the township by contracting
with the City of Battle Creek. These events provide examples that some governmental
entities are forced to consider at some point, namely, how to provide essential services
to citizens in the face of limited or diminishing fiscal resources, or when an agency is
faced with seemingly insurmountable management problems.

Talk of police service consolidation often rubs frayed nerves. These discussions
usually take place during a time of fiscal or administrative distress. Additionally, there
exists a public expectation that police services will be maintained despite these

difficulties. But reality is that the subject will keep coming up as long as budgets are

|
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strained, tax increases are proposed, and police agencies must deal with dual
jurisdictions (Hoffman, 1993).

Faced with seemingly ever increasing demands for public services and a
sometimes uncertain financial future, jurisdictions such as these three townships seek
alternative means for the provision of such services as law enforcement. Consolidation
of police services is one available option.

Examples of this option include contracting for services with another
jurisdiction that has an existing police department, or the establishment of a regional
police force that includes two or more political jurisdictions. The latter example
would include countywide organizations.

Consolidation of police forces is not a new idea, as there are examples of such
initiatives around the country. In Kentucky, the City of Lexington combined with
Fayette County as a metropolitan government in the early 1970s that included the
consolidation of their separate police departments into a single agency. Las Vegas,
Nevada completed a similar consolidation about the same time when the county, city
and three surrounding smaller jurisdictions combined their police forces into the
current Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. In Pennsylvania, the York
Regional Police Department was formed when several jurisdictions combined to
created their own police force. The merger involved the absorption of several existing

smaller departments into the new entity (Fisk, VanMeter, & White, 1994).
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Recognition of the Problem

As early as 1934, the National Commission on Law Observance and
Enforcement identified a general lack of coordination and consolidation between
police forces nationally and felt that it was seriously affecting the police in their ability
to fight crime (President’s Commission, 1967).

Subsequent to the passage of the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act
of 1968, various commissions were appointed to study the provision of police services
and were charged with the responsibility of coming up with recommendations.

In 1973, the National Advisory Commission on Goals and Standards
recommended the elimination of very small police departments arguing that many
small police agencies were not able to provide an adequate level of service to their
citizens. While a super agency is not the answer, they argued, there is a definite need
to eliminate unnecessary fragmentation, and duplication and to increase efficiency and
cost effectiveness of the law enforcement.

At the same time, the concept of a sing!e, national police force would be
completely contrary and abhorrent to the ideals of democracy and individualism upon
which our country was founded. The idea of a national organization, similar to what
has taken place in England, is not an option; yet, at the same time, we may be able to
use some of the experiences in England to guide decisions regarding the elimination of
smaller, less efficient police departments.

The focus of this research is on the consolidation of police forces within the

United States. The debate about consolidation as a solution to this perceived dilemma
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has come down to a number of specific issues as identified by Herley (1989) and
Wickum (1986).

1. Many small municipalities cannot afford to support their own police forces
at an adequate level of funding. Those attempting to do so risk their capacity to
provide adequate public services in other areas of responsibility.

2. Small police departments cannot recruit, train, and retain highly qualified
personnel. There is a tendency to lose these officers to larger, better paying
organizations where opportunities for advancement and skill development abound.

3. Small police departments are sometimes not sufficiently professional and
modernized to serve the needs of the community. They cannot afford new equipment,
technology, or safety features that larger agencies can.

4. Supervision and administration are sometimes inadequate in small police
agencies, thereby adding to the liability costs of the jurisdiction.

5. The existence of many small forces, for example in a metropolitan area, can
lead to confusion among citizens about jurisdiction and to professional jealousy.

6. Formal and informal coordination among multiple police departments is
generally lacking or iﬁsuﬂicient.

Problems such as those just identified serve as evidence that little attention was
paid to the development of police services at the local level in a systematic sense.
American police departments were formed in response to social issues and served at

the discretion of the dominant political institutions of the time (O’Brien & Marcus,
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1979). No thought was given then, and, despite numerous recommendations to
address the problem, little thought has been given since to this issue.

The irony of the situation is that the police system upon which the United
States modeled itself, England, long ago recognized the problems inherent in such a
system and eliminated these problems throﬁgh a series of amalgamations. By
consolidating its police service into 43 regional police departments, it has virtually
expunged the problems of multiple and overlapping jurisdictions, duplication of
services and costs, and incompatible systems, while at the same time providing full-
time police service to all citizens.

Some American police agencies have undertaken consolidation to deal with
their fiscal and operational problems. While some of these initiatives have proven
successful, many others could be considered but are not. Local political factors often
play a significant role in the deliberation about the best means to provide these services
to citizens, and critical to the debate is how to maintain a sense of control. The British,
with no shortage of political problems of their own, managed to successfully
consolidate over a period of several decades. The concern here is what lessons can law

enforcement in the United States gain from the English experiences?
Purpose of the Study

It is the advisability and feasibility of consolidating police forces or creating
larger regional forces in lieu of the maintenance or establishment of more numerous

smaller departments that will be the focus of this study. More specifically, this study
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will explore the issues involved in such a consolidation and the factors that are
involved in such an event. The decision to consolidate existing small agencies into a
larger single organization under a new structure is fraught with political and economic
concerns. Matters of control of such a personal service as police protection and the
suggestion that we change this service from very traditional to a more nontraditional
organizational structure are not easy for local policy makers to address or, in some
cases, for citizens to accept.

Fiscal matters, issues of police management, concern about local control, and
levels of police service are all part of the debate. The intent of this examination of

consolidation is to identify and analyze the core issues involved in such a decision.
Significance of the Study

In general terms, law enforcement in the United States was founded upon the
basic police model developed in England. American law enforcement borrowed
selectively so that American policing was different not only in its administrative
structure but also in terms of the role it played in the community (Walker, 1977).
Walker, in discussing the history of police reform in this nation, pointed out that the
London Metropolitan Police, the original model for a police department, was a highly
centralized agency and arm of the Home Office. Hence it was, from its inception,
tethered to the federal level of government. The citizens of London, therefore, had no
direct means of controlling or influencing police practices. American police forces, on

the other hand, reflected the general style of local government. They were anything
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but centralized. The strong desire of early American communities to run their own
affairs, the difficulties of travel, and the lack of communication all tended to reinforce
the emphasis on local control and isolation.

According to Walker (1977), policing and the organization of police forces in
the United States took a path of independence during this evolution. Cities such as
Boston (1838) and New York (1845) established police organizations, and as the
nation grew, more cities created their own individual police agencies, each operating
independently from other such organizations. Townships, villages, and cities formed a
layer commonly referred to as “local” law enforcement.

At the county level, colonial governors followed the English template by
appointing sheriffs. Their duties were broad and included laws enforcement, jury
selection, operating jails, and general civil service (Light, 1999). This level of service
came to be especially strong in the areas of the South and West as formal law
enforcement organizations were created in these regions (Walker, 1977).

Yet another layer came later with the creation of the first “state police” agency
in Pennsylvania. Formed as a means to control striking coal miners, a need was seen
for a police force with general law enforcement responsibilities on a larger
geographical scale.

The net effect of this process of development is a multilayered mosaic of law
enforcement agencies. This movement toward localized independent police agencies
has created a situation today where literally thousands of police agencies exist in the

United States.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The 1999 Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies published by
the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), reveals that there were nearly 19,000 general
purpose police agencies in the United States. A general purpose agency is defined as
one that has sworn officers with general arrest powers. Of these, some 13,500 were
local police departments, 3,088 were sheriff’s offices, and 1,316 were special police,
forces with limited jurisdiction, or spécial enforcement responsibilities. An example of
the latter would be the New York City Port Authority Police Department. All of the
states, except for Hawaii, have some form of state police or highway patrol
organization.

Of these agencies, approximately 75% employ less than 25 sworn police
personnel; 50% of all local agencies (local and county) have 5 or less. That means
that approximately 9,500 police organizations in this nation have 5 or fewer police
personnel and do not operate even a minimum of police service such as 24-hour
police protection. The report also indicated that some 1,160 police departments had
no full-time officers at all.

This proliferation of local police forces has occurred without regard to the
coordination of police service, compatibility of systems, or concern for what even
other geographically linked jurisdictions are doing in terms of law enforcement
service. The police system appears to be fragmented, overlapping, confused, and
subject to bickering, and at times suffers from jealousy over jurisdictional power. It is,

in effect, no system at all (O’Brien & Marcus, 1979).
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As law enforcement evolved, undesirable outcomes have emerged that have
negatively impacted these agencies and their communities with the result that a
number of administrative difficulties pertaining to police command and control
hamper the effective provision of police services. Among these difficulties are
multiple jurisdictional problems, duplication of services, and duplication of costs.

In many areas of the country, communities within the political area of a
county, where that county has a separate sheriff’s office, form their own police
agency. Consequently, there are areas in which there may be state, county, and local
law enforcement agencies, all with police jurisdiction over the same geographical
area. Taxpayers in such areas must support these overlapping missions with multiple
budgets (Clede, 1997).

Part of the problem then is this proliferation of departments. But as Samuel
Walker (1998) has pointed out, this evolution has another aspect, namely, that the
police play an extremely complex role in today’s society. He posits that in our
democratic society law enforcement has a balance of conflicting duties. These can be
summarized as follows: First, a wide variety of tasks, only a few of which deal with
law enforcement. Police serve as social workers, problem solvers, truant officers, and
any number of other roles that have direct bearing on enforcing criminal law
violations. Second, he suggests that many of these tasks are vague; and, finally, many
of these responsibilities often conflict with one another. Police are responsible for
both maintaining order and protecting constitutional liberties. It is a balance of public

order and individual rights and freedoms.
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Hence, we have a dual complexity, the overlapping roles as described by
Walker, and the lack of a cohesive interagency structure within which thousands of
independent police agencies operate.

Law enforcement is a complex public service and, in many cases, operates
with a strong attachment between the police force and the community it serves. It is
necessary, therefore, to determine if there are means of providing law enforcement
protection other then the traditional methods, without sacrificing the balance of public
order and individual rights and freedoms that Walker refers to.

Another part of the issue, from a governmental perspective, is that America is
fond of'its police departments. Many communities include the existence of a police
department as part of their identity. The communities’ desire to have the police close
to the people they serve and to operate under the immediate control of the political
leadership of the community are strong values. The desired outcome is to have the
police be an integral part of their community. One needs only to look at the
resurgence of community policing to see evidence of an attempt to integrate the
police into the community.

The development of this relationship is one of the greatest advantages of
keeping police service in the localities they serve and under local control. However,
there are great disadvantages when the local department is too small or when citizens
distrust their police department to execute their duties in a responsible manner. There
can be problems in recruiting, training, administrative expertise, purchasing, and a

general lack of economy of scale. They may not be able to afford proper facilities and
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| equipment or important support services such as evidence technicians, scientific labs,
and criminal investigators with special skills or area of expertise. These are very
significant shortcomings, which have been exacerbated by the large number of small

police forces nationally.
Research Question

The consolidation of police forces is a complex undertaking. It has the
potential to impact the police officers involved, their commanders, the political
leaders of the community, and, of course, the citizens. The researcher’s purpose in
this study was to examine this process of consolidation and to identify the primary
factors involved. The research question is, “What are the major factors involved in a

consolidation of police services and how do they impact the decision process?”
Limitations

This study was limited to police executives and senior command personnel in
the departments within each case study area. A total of 24 interviews (N = 24) were
conducted. The sample size was small and directed; therefore, the findings may not be
generalizable. Another limitation was that the amalgamations in Norfolk County that
set up the current administrative structure took place some 30 years ago a;ld only a
small number of those interviewed had firsthand experience with the actual
transformation from multiple agencies in the county to the unified force. However, in

those interviews, an effort was made at the outset of each session to discuss the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



research and the intent of the interview which framed their views in terms of
operating the single large agency as opposed to having several departments as it used
to be.

While there was some record of public sentiment during the public debate
about amalgamation in England, there is a general lack of detailed public record of the

discussions that occurred at that time.

Contributions to Knowledge

The results of this research will help those who engage in consideration of
police consolidation to understand what some of the foremost issues are that will
influence their decisions both in a political and administrative sense. There is a general
lack of scholarly research that focuses on the factors involved in consolidation beyond
a theoretical framework. In addition, little public record exists when consolidations
have occurred to fill that void. It is hoped that the insights gained from this research
will make a valuable contribution to this field of knowledge and serve as a source
upon which a framework can be built for meaningful discussion and analysis of police

consolidation efforts in the United States.

The Chapters in the Dissertation

In Chapter I, the researcher provided an overview of the problem, the purpose
and significance of the research, and how the research will add to the field of

knowledge regarding police consolidations. Chapter Il is a review of literature
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relevant to the study. This discussion includes an examination of the idea of
consolidation, the impact that fragmentation of law enforcement has on the delivery
of police services, an overview of the amalgamation of police forces in England,
consolidation studies within the United States, and the opposing view held by public
choice theories. Chapter III provides a discussion of the methodology of the study,
and Chapter IV the findings of the research. Chapter V includes a summary of the

study, conclusions, and suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER II
A HISTORICAL REVIEW OF POLICE CONSOLIDATION

The focus of this study is an exploration of the proposition that policy makers
might consider consolidation as a means of providing law enforcement services in lieu
of having a number of individual police departments in a given geographical area. Also
considered are the significant management issues related to that type of organization
that might factor into the decision.

The study of the consolidation of police forces occurs from the perspective of
two competing viewpoints: one that supports consolidation as means of addressing
several existing problems, and another that values the general status quo of smaller
agencies as the best course of action. There are a limited number of studies related to
consolidation, and those that have been done, whether supporting or opposed, are
limited in scope, usually focusing on a limited geographical area. Many of the studies
have focused on the economics of consolidation (Clede, 1997, Finney, 1977; Lindquest,
1976; Romine & Skoler, 1971; Sinclair, 1998) without considering other variables. One
of the few truly comprehensive studies of consolidation was completed on behalf of the
National Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice, United States Department
of Justice (Koepsell, & Girard, 1979). There is no evidence that any comprehensive
study has been undertaken since that time, a lapse of over 20 years. While this

immediate research is not an attempt to serve as a national study, it is worth noting that

14
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the lack of such comprehensive investigation as that provided in a study of the scope
conducted by Koepsell and Girard should not impede the discussion about
consolidations.

Inside the law enforcement community, consolidation is a discussion that is
generally avoided. The memberships of organizations such as the International
Association of Chiefs of Police, and regionally, the Michigan Association of Chiefs of
Police, are not necessarily fond of looking at an issue that, if successful, could greatly
diminish their membership. There has been general writing about the topic, but in most
cases it has addressed specific instanées of consolidation. There have been a few
national studies specifically on this topic, and lacking some incentive to do so, it is
unlikely that any will occur in the immediate future.

A significant amount of this writing on the issue of police consolidation has
come from those engaged in discussions centered around the theory of public choice.
Researchers such as Ostrom and Whitaker (1973) and Horgan (1980) have a general
focus on the maintenance of smaller government and on keeping public services close
to the people. Their positions will be offered in more detail later in this chapter.

While there is a general lack of volume of material related to this issue, there is
enough of a body of literature to offer some iﬁsight into the thoughts surrounding the
issue of consolidation of police forces. This chapter will examine the issue starting with
the idea of consolidation, followed by an examination of the fragmentation of law
enforcement and its related deficiencies. An historical review of consolidation in

England follows to provide an understanding of what the police forces in that nation
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experienced in their movement toward consolidation. Finally, there is an examination of

consolidation from the perspective of public choice theorists.

The Idea of Consolidation

Since the turn of the century, consolidationist thinking has been at the forefront
of proponents of “good government,” though many of the first principles underlying the
doctrine of consolidation are now questioned more and more in other spheres of
governmental activity. Specifically, those who support the public choice philosophy
raise doubts. In law enforcement, arguments for consolidating the production and
provision of services have been advanced as viable solutions to many problems facing
contemporary police agencies. It is argued that we cannot continue the fiscal strain of
supporting law enforcement agencies that are not efficient and cost-effective. Many
proponents of consolidation believe that our society is losing the war on crime. Even
current statistics that reflect overall declines in crime are not sufficient evidence for the
true consolidationists, as they believe the real issues go far beyond mere crime data.

We are all haunted by the possibilities inherent in the violence, hatred, and fear
that beset our society; we are equally aware of the great responsibility that falls to the
police service for preventing these possibilities from becoming reality. Here we pause
fearfully, for if the police service responds in the manner it did in the 1960s, failure is
assured (Garmire, 1972).

Granted, Garmire (1972) is reflecting on the performance of the police during a

decade that was not a shining hour for law enforcement. But the basis of his reflection,
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fear of crime and hatred, remain relevant today in this post-September 11th
environment with the newly developed emphasis on homeland security at all levels of
law enforcement. It is this belief, combined with the increasing costs of law
enforcement services, that provides the mainspring of the consolidationists’ drive for
far-ranging reform.

In 1977, the National Sheriff’s Association conducted a literature review on
police consolidation funded by the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration
(Delahunt, 1977). That‘study contained an extensive review of the literature related to
consolidation until that time. While the study had a definite pro-consolidation bias, it
did offer a number of observations that seem as pertinent to the argument today as
when they were noted in 1977.

There were several themes that the study focused on. One was the idea that
there are simply too many governments and that they are too small to be able to serve
as viable providers of service to their constituents. They argued that as a result of the
large number of jurisdictions, there exists a “maze” of “local officials, governmental
bodies, conflicting objectives, and overlapping jurisdictions.” But changing this state of
affairs is not always easy (Delahunt, 1977, p. 3).

In a report prepared for the Michigan City Management Association in 1995,
David Rusk stated that unfortunately “annexation and consolidation are not seen as
feasible alternatives for many Michigan municipalities” (Rusk, 1995, p. 1). In that
report, Rusk talks about “big-box” cooperative government and “small-box”

governments. Big box governments are those that manage to finds ways to operate at
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some level in tandem with other governments, particularly those with a direct
geographical relationship. He cites counties such as Genessee County, Michigan as an
example of a “small-box” relationship with its 14 municipalities, 17 townships, and 17
different school districts.

The natural extension of this maze, according to Rusk, is the fragmentation of
law enforcement. A number of authors summarize the matter of the number of police
agencies using the same language: “too many and too small.” Contained within their
argument is one fact that remains in place today as one of the core issues regarding
consolidation, namely, that “parochial political boundaries continue to fix the
operations of each law enforcement department to its own particular area” (Rusk,
1995, p. 1).

Consolidationists loose a cascade of numbers to support their contention that
the delivery of law enforcement services is fragmented throughout all of the United
States. An often-cited report came in 1967 from the Advisory Commission on
Intergovernmental Relations. It found that almost 90% of local units of government
maintained law enforcement departments of fewer than 10 personnel. Only about 5%
field forces of 25 or more personnel. These numbers have not seen a dramatic change in
the subsequent 30 years.

Taking a different tack, Gary Halter (1993) did a study on City-City
consolidations in the United States. He reached several interesting conclusions
regarding those consolidations that occurred with only cities involved. First, most

occurred between very small cities or when one city is considerably larger than the
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other. Second, consolidation occurred when one of the consolidating cities was facing a
severe population decline, and third, when delivery and/or financial problems were
present.
Supporting the latter position is research done by James Christenson and
Carolyn Sachs. They report that population redistribution and the centralization of
economic activity in metropolitan areas have strained the capabilities of local

governments to provide adequate public services (Christenson & Sachs, 1980).

The Fragmentation of Law Enforcement

For over 50 years, many political scientists, urban planners, and other social
scientists writing about urban areas have agreed that a major urban problem is the
existence of a large number of independent jurisdictions within a single metropolitan
area (Dye, 1988). Some argue that the majority of fragmentation-related problems are
problems because of the fiscal restrictions under which units of local government must
function. Underlying many of the problems is a lack of the resources necessary to
provide an adequate level of service (Dolan, 1990).

During this same period of development there has been a proliferation of local
police departments. The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) estimates that as of July
1999 there were 16,612 local police agencies. The BJS defines “local” as all city,
township, and county law enforcement agencies. State and federal law enforcement
agencies are not counted in this survey. Along with this attention to the issue of local

government growth is an increasing recognition that there exists a great amount of
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