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PARCA was founded in 1998 by former Alabama Governor Albert Brewer and a group of civic leaders,
including Tom Corts, Emil Hess, Henry McPherson, Jim North, Fred Renneker, III, William E. Smith, Jr.,
Jim H. White, III, and John Woods. In the almost 30 years since its founding, PARCA has become
Alabama’s trusted source for independent research and data analysis, respected by the leaders in the
public, private, and nonprofit sectors and by those across the political spectrum.

PARCA’S WORK
Data Analysis: Data should be a flashlight, not a hammer. PARCA provides complex data analysis to
illuminate opportunities and improve outcomes.
Research and Recommendations: Numbers may tell what, but they do not tell why. PARCA seeks to
understand what is working, what is not working, and what changes might be feasible.
Performance Evaluation: Trying hard is not enough. PARCA works with nonprofits, schools, and
government agencies to define goals, measure accomplishments, and identify areas for
improvement.
Implementation Services: Policies and programs are only as good as their implementation. PARCA
works with administrators to design and implement evidence-based solutions.

PARCA’S FUNDING
PARCA is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation. Contract research projects and data analysis generate
approximately 40% of annual revenue. The remaining 60% of annual revenue is provided through
tax-deductible contributions from individuals, foundations, and corporations. These generous donors
ensure that PARCA can continue to provide objective, nonpartisan research for the public good. To
support the public research of PARCA, send contributions to P.O. Box 293931, Birmingham, Alabama
35229, or give online at www.parcalabama.org.
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INTRODUCTION

The Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama
collaborated with Samford University to launch a
new survey to assess the challenges and
opportunities confronting cities in Alabama.
The survey director was Dr. Randolph Horn. More than 400 email addresses
were taken from known lists, including the Alabama League of Municipalities
directory, and collected from city websites. Responses from 127 mayors and
city managers were collected between December 8, 2016 and February 8, 2017.
Exact question wording can be found at www.parcalabama.org.
While some managers are included in the survey, terms like leaders, executives,
and mayors below refer to all survey participants and are not meant to draw
distinction between various types of executives. Alabama has relatively few
city managers compared to other states. Many states have constitutions that
make it easy to adopt systems of local government that include managers.
Municipalities have less leeway under Alabama’s 1901 Constitution. We
attempted to reach all the mayors and managers in the state. Most
respondents (96%) are mayors because most city executives are mayors. Of
the mayors, about three-quarters report being voting members of their city
councils.
Our survey of city leaders indicates that they are generally optimistic about
economic conditions and the stability of revenue sources in the coming year,
although many expect increased HR costs, as well. Despite the optimism,
executives face challenges, too. There appear to be substantial demands for
infrastructure improvements without a letup in expectations regarding public
safety, human services, or government operations. Priorities for the coming year
emphasize economic development and jobs, education, and building or
repairing roads, sidewalks, and parks. Executives are not facing these challenges
alone, as they have partners in other local governments and other levels of
government. Still, those they see as their best partners, the more local of the
other governments, are subject to many of the same challenges and resource
limitations confronting municipal executives.
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TYPE AND SIZE OF CITIES

According to the Alabama League of Municipalities, there are 462 municipalities in Alabama.
Section 11-40-6, Code of Alabama 1975 states that municipalities with populations of 2,000 or
more are classified as cities. All other municipalities are classified as towns. Sections 11-40-12
and 11-40-13, Code of Alabama 1975 further groups municipalities into eight classes:


Class 1: Cities of 300,000 inhabitants or more



Class 2: Cities of not less than 175,000 and not more than 299,999 inhabitants



Class 3: Cities of not less than 100,000 and not more than 174,999 inhabitants



Class 4: Cities or not less than 50,000 and not more than 99,999 inhabitants



Class 5: Cities of not less than 25,000 and not more than 49,999 inhabitants



Class 6: Cities of not less than 12,000 and not more than 24,999 inhabitants



Class 7: Cities of not less than 6,000 and not more than 11,999 inhabitants



Class 8: Cities and towns with a population of 5,999 or less. *

The cities in this survey range in size from fewer than 50 residents to more than 180,000. The
average city size is about 11,500. Figure 1 displays the number of Alabama municipalities and
the number of Alabama municipalities included in the survey, both by population.
Figure 1: Alabama cities and surveyed cities in population bands

.
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TYPE AND SIZE OF CITIES

Figure 1 suggests that smaller cities are slightly underrepresented in the survey, likely because
these municipalities may not be a member of the League of Municipalities, have a website, or
publish an address for a mayor. A planned second wave of this survey will seek to increase the
number of respondents from cities of all sizes.
As shown in Figure 2, about two-thirds of city leaders describe their cities as rural. Just over
20% are suburban, and about 9% are urban.
Figure 2: Self-Reported City Type
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THE ECONOMY AND CITY RESOURCES

To assess leaders’ expectations regarding the local economy we asked, “Thinking about
business conditions in your community, do you think that during the next twelve months your
community will have good times financially, or bad times financially?” Leaders are generally
optimistic with about two-thirds forecasting good times for their communities and only about
six percent expecting bad times (see Figure 3).
Figure 3: Community Will Have Good or Bad Times Financially

Leaders are similarly optimistic about city financial needs. We asked about cities’ ability to
meet financial needs in the current year (FY2017) compared to last year and the next year
(FY2018). The results reported in Figure 4 show that over half of executives indicate that city
government will be somewhat or significantly better able to meet financial needs this year
compared to last year. Over half also report that they expect city government to be somewhat
or significantly better able to meet financial needs next year compared to this year.
Figure 4: City Less/Better Able to Meet Financial Needs
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THE ECONOMY AND CITY RESOURCES

We asked leaders what changes they saw from last year to the current year across a wide
range of items addressing liabilities, revenue, city needs, and human resources. For example, we
asked about four potential liabilities for cites: debt, ability to repay debt, tax delinquencies, and
home foreclosures (see Figure 5). Across all of these items, pluralities or majorities expect no
change from last year to the current year. About a quarter expect increased debt, while about a
third expect increased ability to repay debt. While most executives expect foreclosures to be
unchanged, about a fifth expect a decrease in home foreclosures.
Figure 5: City Liabilities-Change from Previous Year

We asked about four major revenue sources: property taxes, fees, federal aid, and state aid (see
Figure 6). Pluralities or majorities of city executives expect revenue from these sources to be
unchanged in FY2017 compared to FY2016. Only a few see a prospect of increased federal or
state aid. About a third expect an increase in property tax revenue while about a quarter
expect an increase in fee revenue.
Figure 6: City Revenues-Change from Previous Year
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THE ECONOMY AND CITY RESOURCES

We asked about four major areas of city expenses: public safety, infrastructure, human services,
and government operations (see Figure 7). While pluralities or majorities of three of the four
areas expect no change in demand in these categories, large proportions expect increased
needs in these areas. Over half of executives expect human service needs to be unchanged
compared to last year, and about 39% expect increased demands in this area. About 48%
expect public safety needs to be unchanged, while nearly as large a proportion (46.8%) expect
increased need for public safety. Less than 2% percent expect decreased demand in public
safety. About half of executives expect government operations needs to be unchanged in the
current year, while about 48% expect increased demand. Less than 1% expect decreased
government operations

Figure 7: City Needs-Change from Previous Year

needs. Nearly 70% expect
increased infrastructure
needs in the current year
compared to last year.

We asked about changes in four areas related to human resources: the number of employees,
wages and salaries, pension costs, and health benefit costs (see Figure 8). About two-thirds of
executives expect the number of city employees to stay the same in FY2017, while about a
quarter expect an increase. No executives expect decreases in wages, pension costs or
healthcare costs this year. Majorities of executives expect increased wage and pension costs
this year with about two-

Figure 8: City Human Resources-Change from Previous Year

fifths seeing those costs
unchanged. Expectations
regarding health benefit costs
were fairly evenly divided:
about 43% expect health
benefit costs to stay the same,
while about 40% expect them
to increase.
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PRIORITIES FOR EXECUTIVES AND CONSTITUENTS

We asked about the most pressing issues facing executives’ cities and what they thought their
constituents would identify as their top five issues. A complete list of the issues options can be
found in the top lines at www.parcalabama.org. The top seven issues for executives and what
they believe are the top seven issues for constituents are listed in Table 1 below. For executives,
the number of mentions and the mean ranks track together fairly well. Economic development
was top ranked and most often mentioned. A related item, jobs, came in third for executives.
Amenities like roads and sidewalks and parks and recreation were ranked second and fifth,
respectively. Education is fourth on the list, a high ranking since many executives do not have
formal responsibilities for education. The list of perceived constituent priorities is very similar in
terms of rankings, although general quality of life edges out parks for the number five slot.
Table 1: Executives’ Pressing Issues and Perceptions of Constituents’ Pressing Issues

Economic Development

85 (2.2)

53 (2.7)

Local Roads, Sidewalks

71 (2.4)

53 (2.4)

Jobs

55 (2.3)

48 (2.4)

Education

45 (2.8)

43 (2.7)

Parks and Recreation

37 (3.1)

33 (3.5)

Police Protection

35 (3.1)

32 (2.9)

General Quality of Life

34 (3.2)

39 (2.5)

Entries reflect the total number of times an item appeared in a respondent’s
top five with average ranks in parentheses.
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PRIORITIES FOR EXECUTIVES AND CONSTITUENTS
We asked a similar question concerning executives’ opinions of the most pressing issues facing
Alabama and their impressions of their constituents’ opinions. The top seven results are
presented in Table 2. Many similar items appear on the list of state issues. Education and
economic development top the list based on number of mentions, while economic
development and jobs have slightly better ranks than education. Healthcare and Medicaid take
positions four and seven with Roads and Corrections filling the fifth and sixth slots. The same
items are perceived as important for constituents, with some variations in the mean rank.
Table 2: Executives’ Pressing State Issues and Perceptions of Constituents’ Pressing Issues

Item

Executives’ Top Five:

Constituents' Top Five: Count

Count (Mean)

(Mean)

Education

61 (2.4)

54 (2.6)

Economic Development

61 (2.3)

47 (2.5)

Jobs

51 (2.3)

44 (2.1)

Healthcare

45 (2.8)

39 (2.6)

State/Federal roads

35 (3.1)

32 (3.3)

Corrections

34 (2.6)

25 (2.8)

Medicaid

28 (3.1)

27 (3.0)

Entries reflect the total number of times an item appeared in a respondent’s
top five with average ranks in parentheses.
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PRIORITIES FOR EXECUTIVES AND CONSTITUENTS
We asked an open-ended question that had executives list their top three priorities for their
cities for the 2017 fiscal year. The most frequently mentioned items are presented in Table 3.
The top six items mentioned include economic development, roads, parks and recreation, jobs,
increasing revenue, and infrastructure. These items represent about half of all items mentioned.
A word cloud of all entries is presented as Figure 9.

Table 3: Executives’ Priorities for the 2017 Fiscal
Years

City priorities

Percent

Economic Development

15.75

Roads

13.78

Parks and Recreation

7.48

Jobs

5.12

Increase Revenue

4.33

Infrastructure

4.33

Figure 9: Executives’ Top Priorities for the 2017
Fiscal Year.

We asked a second open-ended question concerning what bills or issues the city executive
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PRIORITIES FOR EXECUTIVES AND CONSTITUENTS
would be most closely following in the 2017 legislative session. Leaders could list up to three
items. The most frequently listed items are presented in Table 4. The top eight issues comprise
nearly 50% of all issues mentioned and include education, prisons, healthcare, roads, the
budget, Medicaid, taxes, and economic development. A word cloud of all entries is presented as
Figure 10.

Table 4: Bills or Issues Executives are Closely
Following this Legislative Session

Item

Figure 10: Bills or Issues Executives are Closely
Following this Legislative Session

Percent

Education

10.67

Prisons

8.99

Healthcare

6.74

Roads

6.74

Budget

4.49

Medicaid

3.93

Taxes

3.93

Economic Development

3.37
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COLLABORATIONS WITH OTHER GOVERNMENTS

We asked a series of questions

Figure 11: Relationship Between Cities in General and Other
Governments

regarding the relationships between
cities and other governments. The first
assessed the relationship between
cities (in general) and other levels of
government: the federal government,
the governor, the state legislature, and
the county governments. Executives
were asked if they saw each level of
government as partners or obstacles
(see Figure 11). Pluralities see each as a
partner. There is a recognizable
pattern. The more local the entity, the more likely it is to be seen as a partner: 36% see the
federal government as a partner, 43% the governor, 48% the state legislature and 60% county
governments.

A follow-up question asks about

Figure 12: Relationship Between My City and Other
Governments

relationships between the
executive’s city (in particular) and
different levels of government (see
Figure 12). A similar pattern is
evident with a couple of variations.
City executives were evenly divided
on the federal government's role with
about 36% indicating the federal
government is a partner and about
20% saying it is an obstacle. Similar
proportions see the governor and state legislature as partners for their city as see them as
partners to cities in general. About 44% see the governor as a partner and about half see the
legislature as a partner. About two-thirds see their county as a partner, a slight increase from
the approximately 60% who see counties as partners to cities in general. Interestingly, a higher
proportion of executives see their state legislative delegation as a partner than other levels of
government. Perhaps this is because the state’s 1901 Constitution has historically required local
governments to get legislators to cooperate in passing local laws and constitutional
amendments for a wide range of local activities.
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COLLABORATIONS WITH OTHER GOVERNMENTS

Nearly all city executives report some level of cooperation with other cities. Figure 13 presents
the proportion reporting some form of cooperation with other cities. About 99% of executives
report some level of cooperation with other cities. We asked follow-up questions probing the
areas and means of cooperation.

Figure 13: City Works Cooperatively with Others

Figure 14 presents the percentage indicating cooperation in a variety of areas. About threequarters report cooperation in economic development, and about three-fifths report
cooperation in police and fire protection. Nearly half report cooperation in infrastructure and in
pursuing a legislative agenda.

Figure 14: Areas of Collaboration with Others
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COLLABORATIONS WITH OTHER GOVERNMENTS

The means or mechanisms of collaboration are reported in Figure 15. About half of city
executives report at least one instance of collaboration with another government through a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). About two-thirds report at least one instance of less
formal arrangements, either informal collaborations between cities or personal collaborations
between executives of different governments.

Figure 15: Types of Collaboration with Others
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