[00:00:06:00]

For much of Virginia's history local government was really the face of government for most Virginians, and local government has a very long history in Virginia.

[00:00:17:00]

The first counties here were established in 1634, and the first town, Williamsburg in 1722.

[00:00:26:00]

So for over two centuries local government has been the heart of Virginia government.

[00:00:32:00]

Now before the Revolution the principle form of local government was county courts.

[00:00:38:00]

The court consisted of about a dozen men, each of whom was officially a justice of the peace.

[00:00:45:00]

Together they met as the county court and did everything imaginable for that county.

[00:00:53:00]

They did sit as judges, they did have a judicial function, but they were also the executive and the legislature for that county.

[00:01:01:00]

They're responsible for tavern ordinances, licensing taverns.

[00:01:07:00]

They decided where roads would go.

[00:01:09:00]

They came up with the policies for registering land.

[00:01:13:00]

They set local taxes.

[00:01:17:00]

They also then changed hats and became the vestry for the parish.

[00:01:22:00]

Virginia was an Anglican colony.

[00:01:24:00]

The Anglican Church was the official state church for Virginia and so the local government was also the local body responsible for the church and so the same men who were the county court generally as the vestry would serve as a court for morals offenses.

[00:01:40:00]

So if you drank too much or if you had an illegitimate child, you'd hear about it from them.

[00:01:46:00]

This was a remarkably undemocratic system.

[00:01:49:00]

None of these officials were elected.

[00:1:52:00]

Justices were all appointed by the governor of the Colony of Virginia and then they would appoint local officials to measure the roads, to collect stray livestock or whatever else needed being done.

[00:02:07:00]

No one voted in Virginia for anyone in local government before the American Revolution.

[00:02:13:00]

The Revolution didn't change much.

[00:02:16:00]

The county courts continued.

[00:02:18:00]

The local officials continued.

[00:02:21:00]

The whole system continued through the Revolution and well into the 19th century but increasingly some residents of Virginia felt that this system was undemocratic.

[00:02:34:00]

It was un-American.

[00:02:36:00]

They tried to change it in the late 1820s and the 1830s but failed, and not until 1850 and 1851 when Virginia rewrote its constitution was there any significant change in local government and even then it wasn't terribly significant.

[00:02:54:00]

They did allow voters to elect justices beginning in 1851, and they did take the process of trying cases out of the hands of the county court and put it into the circuit courts, which had already existed, but it was still a relatively undemocratic system and it still mixed a little bit of everything; judiciary, legislative, executive in one body.

[00:03:23:00]

What we think of as modern local government in Virginia started finally in 1870 with yet another constitution.

[00:03:32:00]

This was the constitution that eliminated county courts and replaced them what we have today, boards of supervisors.

[00:03:41:00]

Each county was divided into districts, each district elected a supervisor and those supervisors together constituted the board of supervisors, which governed counties and still governs counties in Virginia.

[00:03:54:00]

The Constitution of 1870 was also the first to really regularize city and town government in Virginia, and legally establish the town government was the equivalent of county government.

[00:04:07:00]

That it served the same functions and played the same role.

[00:04:11:00]

This is also when Virginia began using something called Dillon's Rule.

[00:04:16:00]

John Forrest Dillon was an American jurist who declared in the 1870s that when it came to local government and the power of local government that local governments could only do those things they were explicitly granted to do.

[00:04:35:00]

So, for example, if the state told a county, "you can do A, B, and C and you can't do X, Y, and Z," the question then comes up, "well, can we do L, M, N, O, P?"

[00:04:50:00]

Dillon said, "no, that you could only do A, B and C because that's what you're authorized to do."

[00:04:58:00]

That was Dillon's Rule and it began to appear in Virginia in the 1880s, continues in Virginia today as one of the fundamental elements of local government.

[00:05:11:00]

The final round of changes in local government in Virginia started with yet another constitution in 1902.

[00:05:18:00]

This began the process of creating modern city government.

[00:05:23:00]

This constitution is the one which, when amended, allowed for city managers and for a whole elaboration of city government in Virginia as the Commonwealth moved from a largely rural community in which counties mattered to one that was increasingly urban and in which cities played a more important role, and by the 1960s the system of government that we know today was in place in Virginia.

