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Introduction 

In 2005 Roosevelt University’s Institute for Metropolitan Studies published a study on township 

government in Cook County, Illinois.  That study was part of the Regionalism Project of the Institute.   This 

paper is an update and expansion of the original study.  It updates the financial statistics to the most recent 

available and makes some comparisons with the previous study.  It provides additional insights and facts 

about township government to contribute to the knowledge and understanding of the operation of 

townships.  In addition, it adds new information through an analysis of non-township counties with selected 

township counties in Illinois.     

Township government in the United States  

 The Census Bureau defines townships as government units, which may also be designated as 

towns in the six New England states, New York, and Wisconsin, or plantations in Maine and New 

Hampshire.   In Minnesota, the terms town and township are used interchangeably with reference to 

township governments (U. S. Department of Census, 2002).  Township government was brought to 

America by the Pilgrims.  As colonial America grew and developed, two major local government models 

developed, one in the more densely settled areas of the northern colonies (the New England model), and 

another one in the less densely settled plantation areas of the southern colonies (the Virginia model).  The 

New England model called for strong local government autonomy and small areal government units while 

the Virginia model consisted of extensive government authority residing in larger geographical units.  In 

New England townships and municipalities were the basic functioning units of general-purpose 

government.   The southern colonies, following the Virginia model, did not establish townships, and 

counties were given considerable local government authority.     

 Every state developed its own local government traditions with the New England or Virginia 

models generally serving as prototypes.  Township government was the preferred for of local government 

wherever the New Englanders were the dominant colonizers.   Where the dominant colonizers were from 

the southern states, the township was not adopted.  For example, Illinois was initially settled by colonists 

unfamiliar with the township form of government and followed the Virginia model from its ratification as a 

state in 1818 until 1850.  Counties provided services and served as the administrative arm of the state in 
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carrying out state functions.  In 1849, at the insistence of the large influx of northeastern settlers who were 

familiar with township government, the state added townships as an option that could be voted in by the 

residents of the county.  Local government bodies sorted out their duties and, with little overlap, carried out 

the basic functions of taxation, law enforcement, building roads, running schools, holding elections, etc.  

For example, schools were organized at the township or municipal level, record keeping and elections at 

the county level, and each government had road and tax administration responsibilities (Hamilton, 1999, 

19). 

 Today, twenty states utilize the town or township forms of government.  These states are mainly 

located in the New England states, Central Atlantic states and the states covered by the Northwest Territory 

Ordinance of 1787, the territory north of the Ohio River including what are now the states of Ohio, 

Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin and Minnesota.  This act was sponsored by Jefferson, an avid 

proponent of the township form of government, as a way of subdividing the new territory acquired as a 

result of the Revolutionary War.  Each territory would have a governor and three judges who would be 

responsible for ruling the territory with their primary responsibility being the creation of township and 

county governments.  The Land Act of 1796 further fostered the concept of township government as it 

created townships as survey lines.  Each township was six miles square making a checkerboard appearance.  

Each township was subsequently divided further into thirty-six one square mile sections (Abress, 2000, 2).  

Due to various forms of annexations throughout the years the checkerboard boundary lines are not as easily 

defined as they once were. 

Just as some states do not have township governments, there are differences among the states with 

townships on their authority and functions.  For example, 35% of the states limit townships’ ability to levy 

taxes.  Townships in Indiana, Missouri and Nebraska do not have the authority to levy taxes.  In Nebraska 

townships receive their budgets from their respective county board.  Iowa restricts township budget 

authority, and in Kansas township boards are required to have the input of their respective county 

commissioners in setting tax levies.  Most townships rely extensively on property taxes for their major 

revenue source.  The limitations placed on townships are not restricted to revenues.  Services provided also 

tend to be limited.   A key responsibility in most townships has historically been roads. Townships in only 

three states (Indiana, Iowa, and Michigan) do not have responsibility for roads or bridges.  In the remaining 
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seventeen states possessing township forms of government, twelve are responsible for township roads, 

while the six New England states and New Jersey are responsible for all roads in the township.  Township 

governments provide other services in addition to roads and highways, but these are limited in some states 

as well.  In New England, the Central Atlantic states, Michigan, Minnesota, and Ohio, townships may 

provide a significant range of municipal services.  Townships in the remaining nine states are generally 

restricted to general assistance for the poor and social welfare services.  

Townships in Illinois 

As indicated above, township government has a long history in Illinois. The law providing for 

each county to determine by referendum whether to establish township government was passed by the state 

legislature in 1849.  By the end of that year 24 counties had voted in township government.  Between 1850 

and the turn of the century, the majority of the counties voted to adopt townships.  Only three adoptions 

were in the twentieth century with the final adoption in Cass County in 1923.  The question of township 

government was controversial.  A number of the adoptions came after many unsuccessful votes.  For 

example, Cass County was finally successful on the thirteenth attempt.  A number of counties attempted to 

vote out townships after adoption.  For example, Jackson County voted to adopt and abandon townships 

twice.  Jackson County finally settled on township government.  There have been only three permanent 

successful efforts to abandon township government.  Johnson County in southern Illinois permanently 

abandoned townships in 1876.  In 1902 the citizens of Chicago voted to end township government.  In 1932 

Williamson County, which had been one of the last three counties to adopt township government, voted it 

out.  Only 17 of the 102 counties and the city of Chicago do not have townships.  These 17 counties are 

mainly in the southern and southwestern portions of the state.      

Illinois’ 1,433 townships function according to provisions of the Township Act of 1874 and 

amendments to the act. The primary functions of townships in Illinois are general assistance, property 

assessment, and road and bridge maintenance.  General assistance is short-term assistance for those in need 

until they qualify for categorical assistance from the Illinois Department of Public Aid or become self-

supporting. The tax assessing function has been removed from Cook and St. Clair counties.  In 1979, the 

legislature required townships with a population of less than 1,000 to be part of a multi-township assessing 

(MTA) district. There are 346 MTAs in Illinois with participation numbering up to six townships.   
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The township has jurisdiction over roads and bridges in unincorporated areas of the state that are 

not designated as county roads or state and federal highways.  Township road district commissioners are 

directly responsible for maintaining more than 71,000 miles of road and 17,000 bridges, over 53 percent of 

the state’s total road miles and nearly half of all bridges.  In urban areas, the road and bridge 

responsibilities are quite limited because of the limited amount of unincorporated territory.  For example, in 

metropolitan Chicago a number of townships do not provide road and bridge services because they do not 

have the minimum four miles of roads to qualify as a road district. 

Townships in Illinois, as general purpose governments, have also been given authority by the state to 

provide a number of other services.  They can provide services in unincorporated areas similar to those 

provided by counties.  Their services can extend to incorporated areas if the function is not being provided 

by the municipality.  In addition social services provided by the township are available to all residents of 

the township.   One survey of township services listed 30 functions townships may provide.  Table 1 shows 

the results of this survey for urban townships (defined as townships with a population over 18,000 with at 

least 17,500 in urban areas) for those services provided by 40 percent or more of the townships.   

 Table 1 Survey of Services provided by 40 Percent or more of Urban Townships in Illinois 

 Service Percent Service Percent 
General Assistance 100 Senior Citizen Transportation  77.4 
Roads and Bridges 75.5 Notary Services 71.7 
Property Tax Assessment 
(not done in Cook County) 

69.8 Senior Citizen Recreation  60.4 

Commodity Programsa  60.4  Youth Recreation Programsb 54.7 
Services for Disabled 49.1 Senior Citizen Meals 41.5 
In Home Senior Program 40  

 
 

 a. Commodity Programs are usually food pantries and share programs.  In most cases food 
pantries are supported entirely from donations within the community.  Share is a community 
service program with no limits on eligibility.  Applicants receive a unit of food with a retail 
value of up to $35. In exchange the applicant must provide two hours of community service and 
$14 in cash or food stamps. 
b. Youth recreation programs include funding library, park and recreation programs.   
Source: Johnson, R. & N. Walzer. 1996. Financial Picture of Townships in Illinois. Illinois 
Institute for Rural Affairs. Western Illinois University: Macomb, Illinois.  
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  In the pantheon of local governments in Illinois, townships are not a major taxing body.  In fiscal 

year 2002, townships revenue was $0.5 billion or 4.3 percent of the total of $11.5 billion in revenue 

received by all local governments excluding Chicago. The 2006 data show that townships kept pace with 

other governments at 4.3 percent of total local government revenue. (The totals exclude Chicago, the 

Chicago Park District, the Regional Transportation Authority, and the Water Reclamation District.)   Only 

public library districts and fire protection districts received less revenue than townships.   In 2002, 74 

percent of township revenue came from local taxes compared to 34 percent local sources for counties and 

39 percent for municipalities.  In 2006 townships were slightly more dependent on local revenue with 75.4 

percent from local revenue while counties had reduced their dependence on local taxes to 32.9 percent and 

municipalities had increased their dependence to 41.8 percent.  The property tax is the townships’ major 

own-source revenue contributing 99.6 percent in 2002 and 99.9 percent in 2006.  Only public library 

districts and fire protection districts are as dependent on the property tax for own-source revenue.  Other 

general purpose governments obtain more revenue from state and other outside sources than townships. As 

an indication of their dependence on the property tax for revenue, they accounted for 6.9 percent of total 

property tax revenue in fiscal year 2006 (excluding the city of Chicago),  which was 60 percent higher than 

their share of total own-source local government revenue.  Townships received only 12.3 percent of their 

revenue from the state and 0.6 percent from the federal government in 2006.  This compares with 

municipalities (excluding Chicago), which received 33.1 percent of their revenue from the state and 1.8 

percent from the federal government.  

 On the expenditure side townships’ major expenditures are shown in Table 2.  Allocation of 

expenditures has been relatively consistent between 2002 and 2006.  The percent for general government 

and roads and bridges has declined while the percent spent on social services has increased.  This category 

includes all expenditures for social services including general assistance.  General assistance, the mandated 

function, is a relatively small part of the social service total.  In addition, the table shows the cash balance.    

Townships are criticized for collecting taxes that are not needed.  Townships had 118 percent in 2002 and 

116 percent in 2006 of their operating budgets in cash reserves.    Given current spending, they could 

operate for over a year on current fund balances without any additional tax revenue.  In 2002, 314 

townships have enough surplus cash to cover at least two years' worth of bills.  Most government finance 
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experts suggest that governments should have a reserve to cover only a few months’ expenses.    The 

Illinois Comptroller’s Office (2006), recommends that governments largely dependent on the property tax 

should have three to six months in operating reserves or at the most 50 percent of their operating budget. 

Indeed, Illinois courts have ruled that excess accumulation of tax dollars in one or more local government 

funds is illegal and can result in successful challenges to a local government’s tax levies.   

Table 2             Percent of Township Expenditures for Major Functions 2002, 2006 
Year General 

Government 
Roads 
and 
Bridges 

Social 
Services 

Capital Cash Balance to 
Total Expenditures 

2002 38.5 34.7 12.3 6.4 118 
2006 35.7 32.5 15.4 5.6 116 

      

 

Source: Compiled by author from Illinois State Comptroller, Local 
Government. Fiscal Responsibility Report Card. http://www.ioc.state.il.us/ 
Accessed March 15, 2008 

  
 

Another required function of townships is property assessment.  There have been numerous 

criticisms of property assessment lacking uniformity from township to township.  There is some 

justification for this criticism because of the many individual township assessors.  As a result, property tax 

appeals are plentiful, time consuming, and at taxpayer expense. It is also inefficient to have a township 

assessor in sparsely populated townships.   The state has mandated multi-township assessing districts in 

sparsely populated townships.  Also, the assessing function in Cook County is handled by the county 

because of the uniformity issue and the special expertise required.  

Township roads often provide the most visible display of use of township tax dollars. However, 

this function is criticized as being inherently wasteful and cost-ineffective.  Maintaining duplicative and 

costly road equipment in every township garage to plow and work on roads frequently crossed by 

municipal, county and state roads creates a tremendous overhead expense.  It also requires an additional 

bureaucratic structure to operate and maintain the equipment and supervise the function. Township road 

commissioners are accused as being more a friend to road equipment salespeople than the property 

taxpayers.  They are criticized as jealously holding on to miles of rural roads as their own political turf 

(Richardson, 1993, 8). 
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Townships are often criticized for duplicating services provided by other local governments.  

Opponents argue that township government might have been an effective government in Colonial America 

and the early days of the Republic when transportation was slow.  However, it has become an unnecessary 

anachronism in the modern urban society.  The criticism of the effectiveness of township government is not 

a recent revelation.  Charles Press in 1964 (589) concluded from his research of township government that 

residents expected little in services from their respective township governments.  This apparent apathy has 

allowed township government to “fly below the radar” and continue to survive.  

In Illinois one study using 1999 data showed that townships spent almost $1 on salaries and 

administration for every $1 in services they delivered, almost twice as much as other local governments 

(Kelly and Wills, 2000a).  Townships’ general administration expenses in 2006 were 35.7 percent of total 

expenses, significantly higher than any other type of local government.  Park districts were the next highest 

at 20.6 percent.  Counties had 20.3 percent in general administration and municipalities were 15.9 percent 

less than half that of townships.  Kelly and Wills (2000b) found that every dollar in general assistance 

resulted in one or more dollars in administrative costs.  For example, Freeburg Township in St. Clair 

County spent $16,000 for a welfare program that paid out only $1,800 the entire year.  The cost of passing 

out welfare in Benton Township was about $7,500 a month to administer a program that served no more 

than six to 11 clients a month. 

Townships are criticized as bastions of patronage hiring.  There are also those who contend that 

township governments serve only as local political machines.  They have been characterized as stealth and 

clout heavy, doling out patronage jobs for the purpose of securing votes for the party holding power.  An 

analysis of township employment gives some credence to this charge.  The number of employees varies 

substantially and seems to have little relationship to the population or unincorporated area of the township.  

There also appears to be only a weak correlation to the programs offered and the size of the budget.  For 

example, in Lake County, Waukegan has 92,805 residents with 80 full- and part-time employees and 

Vernon with a population of 69,000 also has 80 full-and part-time employees.  Avon Township, although it 

has some 30,000 fewer residents than Vernon, has only 22 full- and part-time employees, only 20 percent 

of Vernon’s workforce.   Avon also has more unincorporated area to service than either Waukegan or 
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Vernon townships.  The disparity is not readily explainable, but Waukegan Township is home to the largest 

city in Lake County with the largest political organization.  In addition, Vernon Township’s supervisor has 

been a long-time member of the Illinois General Assembly and Lake County’s senior state senator.  One 

would suspect that the high number of employees in Waukegan and Vernon has some relationship to the 

influence of the political organization in the townships.   

Townships have also been criticized as an unnecessary taxing body that adds to the tax burden 

providing services that could readily be provided by other governments.  Opponents of the township form 

of government describe it as limited in its authority to act and restricted in its responsibilities.  These same 

voices of opposition argue that in most cases township functions could easily be absorbed by another level 

of government.  In fact, they maintain that the “absorbing” level of government would be less restricted and 

would have greater authority, thereby giving representative democracy greater strength.  Indeed, in those 

counties in Illinois that do not have townships, residents’ service needs are being met by other 

governments.  Conventional wisdom would suggest that, if there are two governments covering the same 

area that are able to provide the same services (and do so in some parts of the state), the elimination of one 

government would reduce the total tax burden  in administrative expenses alone and probably result in a 

less complex and more efficient government system.  A comparative analysis of revenue was made of 

counties with townships and counties without townships in Illinois.  The five most populated non-township 

counties were compared with five township counties of similar population size.  The counties were paired 

and property tax revenue on a per capita and per household basis was compared for counties, townships, 

road districts, and multi-township tax assessing districts.  The assumption is that the township functions in 

non-township counties would be performed by the county or a road district.  Municipalities were not 

included in the analysis because most if not all services in non-township counties are the responsibility of 

counties.  A few social service functions performed by the townships could also be performed by the 

municipalities, but these would be minimal. The results are indicated in Table 3.   
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Table 3  Local Property Tax Revenues of County and Township governments of the 5 Most Populous 
Non-Township Counties and  5 Counties with Similar Populations (2004)  

Non-
township 
Counties 

Per 
Household 
Taxes 

Per 
Capita 
Taxes 

Township 
Counties 

Per 
Household 
Taxes 

Per 
Capita 
Taxes 

Difference 
 Per 
Capita 

Difference 
Per 
Household 

Morgan 386 152 Lee 509 189 37 123 
Monroe 620 200 Montgomery 531 201 1 -89 
Williamson 306 122 Whiteside 404 172 50 98 
Randolph 367 134 Effingham 355 134 0 -12 
Perry 325 118 Jersey 395 149 31 70 
Totals 391 147 Totals 420 174 119 190 

        
Source:  Population and household data used for the calculations from the Census Bureau, Occupied    
 Housing Characteristics. 2000 Summary File (SF1) http://factfinder.census.gov/  Tax   
 information from the Illinois  Department of Revenue : http://tax.illinois.gov/   Accessed  
 February 20, 2008.       

 

According to Table 3, four of the five non-township counties collected less property tax than 

township counties on a per capita basis.  The other county collected the same as the township county.  

When one looks at the collection per household, the statistics are different.  Only three of the five non-

township counties collected less than the township counties.  Two non-township counties collected more 

than the counties with which they were paired, with Monroe collecting nearly $90 more per household.  

Overall the totals show that the non-township counties collected $119 less per capita and $190 less per 

household than the five township counties.  Overall in these categories, the non-township counties collected 

$4.3 million or 13.5 percent less than the township counties.  If this percent were to be generalized state-

wide, there would be a savings of at least $56.9 million with the elimination of townships.  

A further analysis of tax collection was made of the sample of township and non-township 

counties.  In this analysis all property taxes for all local taxing bodies, except school districts were summed 

and compared to see the differences, if any, on total tax collection in the county.  (School districts were 

excluded because they have no impact on townships.)  The results are indicated in Table 4.  The analysis 

indicates that in every paired county, per capita property taxes are lower in non-township counties.  Per 

household property taxes are also lower in the paired counties except for Monroe, which has a property tax 

that is $200 more per household than its paired county.   In aggregate the figures in the sample show that 
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township counties collected over $70 or 29 percent more per capita and over $100 or 16 percent more per 

household than non-township counties.   Because of a number of other variables, it is not possible to 

attribute the differences to the existence or nonexistence of townships.  The data in Appendix V, however, 

show that township counties in the sample collected more property taxes in every category except counties 

in 2004.  

Table 4        Property Taxes Collected From All Taxing Bodies Except for Education Purposes in Five Most 
Populous Non-Township and Five Township Counties with Similar Populations  (2004)      

Non-township 
counties 

Taxes 
Per 
Capita 

Taxes Per 
Household 

Township 
counties 

Taxes 
Per 
Capita 

Taxes Per 
Household 

 Difference 
per Capita  

Difference 
per  
Household 

Morgan 276 701 Lee 353 855 77 154 
Monroe 310 961 Montgomery 314 752 5 -209 
Williamson 235 590 Whiteside 327 765 92 175 
Randolph 221 603 Effingham 320 758 99 154 
Perry 189 513 Jersey 238 637 49 124 
Totals 247 659 Totals 318 765 322 399 

Source: Population and household data used for the calculations from the Census Bureau, Occupied    
 Housing Characteristics. 2000 Summary File (SF1) http://factfinder.census.gov/  Tax   
 information from the Illinois  Department of Revenue : http://tax.illinois.gov/   Accessed       
 February 20, 2008.       

 

Are these criticisms justified?  Are townships a necessary government to ensure that certain 

services are provided or are they an expensive and unnecessary layer of government?  Are townships as 

inefficient as the critics claim?  Are townships the great preserver of democratic government that the 

supporters claim?  Are other governments unnecessarily duplicating services provided by townships, or can 

other governments provide township services more efficiently and effectively?  The next section addresses 

some of these questions through an in-depth look at townships in Cook County.  Comparisons have been 

made with other governments to the extent that performance measures are available.   

Cook County Townships 

Information for this study was obtained from budgets submitted by the townships to the Cook 

County Clerk, from financial reports submitted by townships to the Illinois State Comptroller, from 

municipal and township websites, and from phone calls to township, county, and municipal officials.  

Given the State Comptroller’s reporting template and because the data are self-reported, there is the distinct 

probability of  individual township interpretation in determining in what categories to report the 
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expenditures.  For some financial information that was not available on the Comptroller’s financial 

statement, budget submissions were used.  Again, categorizing items in the budget submissions varied by 

township, and a few townships did not report data for some of the categories.  Information on all reporting 

townships is provided in the appendixes.  In an attempt to provide meaningful comparisons with 

municipalities, three townships and the major municipality in the township were compared on a number of 

indicators to the extent data were available. The selected townships and municipalities for the in-depth 

comparison are not a representative sample but were selected because of previous research or because of 

convenience for data gathering.  Although there is substantial variance among Cook County townships for 

some budget categories, the selected townships appear to be fairly typical of township budgets.   

Excluding the Cook County forest preserve, the county is approximately 92 percent incorporated 

with about 109,000 people living on 146 square miles of unincorporated land scattered throughout the 

county (Cook County Board , 1999; Cook County, 2003; Quigley, 2001).   Five townships have no 

unincorporated areas, but only Cicero Township has completely combined both municipal and township 

functions.  (It is excluded from this analysis.)  Unincorporated township areas vary from less than one 

square mile to almost 19.   

 Of the $547,000,000 spent by townships in Illinois in fiscal 2006, Cook County townships, 

representing 2 percent of the state’s 1,443 townships, spent almost $82 million or 15 percent.  Townships in 

the Chicago metropolitan area collect more than half of the taxes collected by townships.  However, the 

individual township tax on a homeowner’s bill in the Chicago metropolitan area is low because the cost is 

spread across a large population and tax base.  The impact on taxpayers in rural townships is greater than in 

the urban areas because of the smaller tax base and number of taxpayers.   

A review of Cook County township expenditures reveals that the largest amount each year is spent 

for social services not mandated by the state such as senior citizen services, youth services, and for 

township administrative costs.  Only 16.6 percent is spent on administering and providing general 

assistance, and another 15 percent on road and bridge maintenance and administration. Another 5.2 percent 

is spent on capital projects.  Approximately 46 percent of the expenditures is for general administration.  

Townships are required to have three separate funds to carry out their state-mandated functions.  

The town fund is the general operating fund of the township.  It covers assessor costs and general 
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government expenses including senior citizen services, youth services, transportation costs and office and 

building expenses.  Another fund covers the  costs associated with road and bridge building and 

maintenance.  The third fund is a general assistance fund to provide financial assistance to needy persons in 

the township.  An analysis of these funds for Cook County townships shows wide variance and no 

relationship between the size of the funds, size of township population, and the number of road miles in 

unincorporated areas.  Table 5 provides information on the ten townships with the largest township 

expenditures in the three funds.  The table shows that there is a large variation among expenditures with 

Thornton Township spending almost three times as much as the township that is tenth on the list.  The 

difference in road miles and population should not warrant the large difference in expenditures.  There are 

large expenditure differences among the townships in the general assistance and the road and bridge funds.  

With the exception of Thornton Township, the general fund expenses are relatively consistent, despite large 

differences in population.  Financial information on all townships is found in the appendix.  Township 

expenditures are fairly consistent from year to year as 7 of the 10 townships listed in the table were among 

the top 10 spenders in 2004 with Thornton as number one in both years.     

 

Table 5         Cook County Townships with Largest Expenditures ( 2007) 
Township Population Road 

Miles 
Town 
Fund 

GA Fund Road Fund Total Funds 

Thornton 179,892 10.27 7,504,975 2,361,801 220,344 10,087,120 
Maine 135,623 19.64 3,020,296 739,086 1,322,658 5,082,040 
Stickney 38,673 8.97 3,330,324 125,610 1,312,414 4,768,348 
Oak Park 52,542 0 2,928,686 1,766,686 0 4,695,372 
Schaumburg 134,114 9.87 3,848,339 263,008 467,859 4,579,206 
Hanover 83,417 11.18 2,291,727 1,826,781 436,171 4,554,679 
Proviso 152,643 1.69 3,293,604 971,776 0 4,265,380 
Rich 69,697 7.41 3,415,849 288,657 498,145 4,202,651 
Leyden 94,685 25.25 2,450,843 198,841 1,501,470 4,151,154 
Wheeling 155,900 8.15 2,542,759 373,290 674,987 3,591,036 

       
Source:  Data  from the financial statements filed with the Illinois Comptroller's Office: 
 http://www.ioc.il.us . Accessed February 2, 2008.    

 

As indicated above, townships have been criticized for accumulating large operating surpluses.  

Most Cook County townships have fund balances well in excess of the three to six months cushion 
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recommended by the Illinois Comptroller’s office.  Table 6 shows the townships with the largest cash 

balances in their combined funds.  It was not possible to break out the cash balances of the general 

assistance and the road and bridge fund as these are combined in the report to the state.  Barrington 

Township has the largest cash balance of Cook County townships.  It could operate for almost three years 

at current expenditures without collecting additional taxes.  All of the townships in Table 6 could operate 

for more than one year and five could operate for over two years without receiving additional taxes.  

Instead of reducing their cash balances to a more acceptable level as recommended by the Illinois 

Comptroller’s office, the townships are actually increasing their cash balances.  In the previous study using 

2003-2004 data, only 5 of the townships with the highest cash balances would have been able to operate for 

more than a year without collecting additional taxes.  For example, Lemont Township increased its cash 

reserves from 123 to 252 percent and Rich Township increased from 76 to 160 percent.  

 

Table 6   Cook County Townships with Highest Percent Cash Balance (2007) 
Township Total Fund 

Expenditure 
General 
Fund 
Cash 
Balance 

Combined 
GA and RB 
Cash Balance 

Total Cash 
Balance 

% Cash 
Balance to 
Total 
Funds 

Barrington 442,388 1,010,804 221,382 1,232,186 279% 
Lemont 945,724 1,075,038 1,305,137 2,380,175 252% 
Oak Park 1,766,686 2,528,793 1,561,965 4,090,758 232% 
Norwood 593,047 784,496 520,699 1,305,195 220% 
Hanover 2,882,375 1,209,443 4,669,774 5,879,217 204% 
Rich 4,202,651 5,338,990 1,374,886 6,713,876 160% 
Lyons 1,843,933 1,066,662 1,813,509 2,880,171 156% 
Wheeling 3,591,036 3,808,582 1,246,894 5,055,476 141% 
Riverside 911,749 973,294 287,078 1,260,372 138% 
Bloom 2,666,708 2,003,277 1,447,705 3,450,982 129% 
      

Source:  
Data  from the financial statements filed with the Illinois Comptroller's 
Office: http://www.ioc.il.us . Accessed February 7, 2008. 

 

General Township Operations 

 Although the only state-mandated social service function is general assistance (covered in a 

separate general assistance budget), most Cook County townships have expanded their social service 

functions over the years. Township social services are available to all residents of the township who 
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qualify.  These social services include providing senior citizen centers, senior citizen transportation, 

homebound services, meals, youth centers, family counseling services, food pantries, health services, and 

grants to nonprofit organizations providing social services.  These services consume a large share of 

township budgets. Townships were inconsistent in their reporting of expenses for social services, 

transportation and culture and recreation.  Only 21 reported expenses for social services, only 9 reported 

transportation costs, and only 4 provided culture and recreation costs.  Previous research indicated that at 

least 27 townships provide some type of social services.  Projecting an average social service expense from 

those townships reporting to the 27 townships that provide the service, the amount spent on social services 

is 43 percent of townships’ total expenses, almost twice as large as the townships’ general assistance 

expenses.  Social services has become a much larger township function, though not state mandated, than 

any other township function.   

Many municipalities also offer similar social services to those provided by townships.   One example is 

Mt. Prospect, which has a substantial human service function including homebound services, a senior 

center, youth and family services, senior transportation, and health services.  Other examples include 

Buffalo Grove, Des Plaines, and Evanston.  Buffalo Grove operates a youth center and has a senior 

subsidized taxi program.  Evanston operates a subsidized senior transportation program as well as 

homebound and home maintenance services for seniors.  In the city of Des Plaines the human service 

division has a variety of social service and community health programs.  This division coordinates Meals 

on Wheels and the senior/disabled reduced taxicab program.  It also publishes a senior advisory newsletter 

on health, coordinates an after-school program, is involved in the development of a teen center, and 

provides limited skilled home care.  

Road and Bridge Fund 

The major service townships in Cook County provide exclusively in unincorporated areas is road 

maintenance.  Cook County townships’ role in this area is very limited. Indeed, a township functions as a 

road district and elects a township highway commissioner only if it has more than four miles of 

unincorporated road.  Twenty-one of the 30 Cook County townships meet this criterion with townships 

responsible for 283 road miles in the county.  The number of miles varies from a high of 28 to a low of less 

than 1.  Although these roads are under the jurisdiction of the township, the county oversees and approves 
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their repair and maintenance (Illinois Highway Code).  An analysis of the townships’ road and bridge 

expenditures for 2007 showed that the average cost per mile to maintain township roads was $43,395.  

These costs are excessive compared to other governments.  

 For comparison, an  analysis of 2006-2007 budgeted or actual expenses for 8 north and northwest 

Chicago suburban municipalities showed an average cost of $16,030 per mile, less than half the costs for 

townships.  Most of these suburbs have 4 to 5 times the number of road miles as any township.    Since road 

service is capital intensive, it is evident that machinery and staff are more effectively and efficiently used 

when there are more miles of roads to service.  Table 7 shows the ten townships with the highest per mile 

cost to maintain roads.  Even discounting the first two townships on the list because their costs are 

unbelievably excessive, the costs of the other townships are excessive compared to other local 

governments.  The road and bridge fund costs are shown in Appendix III.  With a couple of exceptions, the 

cost per mile is less as the number of miles increases.  For example, Bremen Township with 17 miles has a 

cost of $18,543 per mile, and Palos with 20 miles has a per mile cost of $18,705. 

 

Table 7        Townships with Highest Cost Per Mile for Roads (2006-2007)  
Township Road and 

Bridge Fund 
Exp. 

Unincorporated 
Road Miles 

Cost Per Mile 

 
Calumet 123,770 0.52 238,019  
Stickney 1,312,414 8.97 146,311  
Wheeling 674,987 8.15 82,820  
Maine 1,322,658 19.64 67,345  
Rich 498,145 7.41 67,226  
Elk Grove 313,594 4.93 63,609  
Leyden 1,501,470 25.25 59,464  
Bloom 319,486 5.49 58,194  
Northfield 1,134,276 19.86 57,114  
Schaumburg 467,859 9.87 47,402  
Source: Data from the financial statements filed with the Illinois Comptroller 
http://www.ioc.il.us . Accessed February 5, 2008. Road miles figures from   
Census Bureau Data, Cook County, Illinois -- County Subdivision and 
Place GCT-PH1. Population, Housing Units, Area, and Density:  2000   
http://factfinder.census.gov/ Accessed January 20, 2008. 
Property Assessment 

The Cook County Assessor has assumed the township assessing function, a state-mandated 

township function outside of Cook County.  The township assessor, however, is still retained and serves 
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residents as a tax assessment ombudsman.  Assessors receive salaries of up to $20,000 a year for this part-

time function. An example of the cost of this function is Elk Grove Township with a budget of $174,400.  

One might question whether the benefits received by the residents merit this expense.  There also appears 

to be no relationship between township population and the amount budgeted for the Assessor.  For 

example, Hanover and Maine townships  have approximately the same amount in their budgets for the 

assessor function , but Maine Township has over three times the population.  Barrington Township has the 

smallest  budget  at $13,000 for a population of 13,500 while Rich Township has the largest budget at 

$201,065 to serve 69,697 residents.  Table 8 shows the townships with the highest assessor budgets and the 

dollars budgeted per resident.  Rich Township has the highest per capita budget of the top ten budgets at 

$2.88 per resident while Schaumburg only has $.89 budgeted per resident.  

The assessor function in Cook County continues to exist and use taxpayer money without any 

state-mandated functions. Another position without state-mandated duties that continues to exist is the 

Township Collector.  A court ruling stripped the township collector of tax collection duties, but many 

townships continue to elect a collector and some even pay him or her a small salary ($100-$1,000 per year) 

(Szremski, 2003).  Another superfluous township position that  continues to exist in Cook County is the 

Township School Treasurer. The state abolished the office in Illinois’ other 101 counties over forty years 

ago.   

Table 8              Townships with the Highest Assessor Budget (2006 - 2007) 
  
Township Total population Assessor Budget $ Budgeted per Resident  
Rich 69,697 201,065 2.88  
Proviso 152,643 188,270 1.23  
Elk Grove 88,000 174,400 1.98  
Thornton 179,892 169,064 0.94  
Wheeling 155,900 141,300 0.91  
Maine 135,623 130,650 0.96  
Hanover 83,417 128,832 1.54  
Orland 91,418 120,486 1.32  
Schaumburg 134,114 119,486 0.89  
Lyons 116,000 113,851 0.98  
Source:  Population figures are  from the Financial Statements filed with the  
 Illinois Comptroller's Office: http://www.ioc.il.us . Accessed February 5, 2008.  
 Assessor costs obtained from the Cook County Clerk's Office.   
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Administrative Costs 

 As indicated previously, many townships incur incredibly high administrative costs as they carry 

out their functions.  There are some striking examples of the inefficiency of townships. For example, one 

study found that Thornton Township spent $525,000 to hand out $220,000 in general assistance grants 

during the 1999-2000 fiscal year. In Palos and Orland townships, the cost of administering general 

assistance grants exceeded the amount of the grants themselves by 340 percent and 320 percent, 

respectively (Kelly and Wills, 2000c). 

 From the 2007 expense reports filed by the townships with the State Comptroller, it is possible to 

obtain some idea of the administrative costs incurred.  For example, Berwyn Township spent $109,480 to 

hand out $48,189 in direct welfare assistance.  Bremen spent $101,468 to hand out $86,100 in assistance. 

Data on the numbers of welfare clients served were not available, but previous research on some townships 

indicated that the numbers were generally less than 100.  Overall, Cook County townships’ administrative 

costs are generally higher than the state-wide average of 35.7 percent.  The data indicate that the average 

administrative cost is more than  55 percent of the general township fund.      For the general assistance and 

the road and bridge fund, the expenditure data are lumped together.  However, using budget data, one can 

see a more reasonable 24 or 25 percent administrative expense.  The data are shown in Appendix II, III, and 

IV.   

One study, using 2004 budget data, compared three townships and three municipalities located 

largely in the townships chosen for ease of gathering data.  The analysis showed how inefficient townships 

are compared to municipalities.  Administrative costs for the general township budgets were close to 50 

percent of the township budgets compared to approximately 10 percent for municipalities.  Both township 

and municipality services are labor intensive, so the difference in the administrative costs must be scale 

economies for the larger municipalities.  Administrative costs as a percent of the total costs should reduce 

as the scale of the work increases.  For example, the percent attributed to administrative costs in the Elk 

Grove Township general assistance budget is much less that in the other townships.  In this township the 

general assistance budget is much greater indicating an economies of scale principle to welfare assistance.  

There are certain fixed costs that must be borne by the agency regardless of the amount of welfare 

assistance provided.  For example, it cost $.54 for every dollar of welfare assistance provided in Maine 
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Township and $.42 for every dollar of welfare assistance provided in Schaumburg Township compared to 

$.16 for Elk Grove Township, which provided over three times as much assistance as Schaumburg 

Township. The percent administrative costs for the road budgets were much lower in the municipalities 

than in the townships.  Township administrative road budget expenses ranged from 13 to 40 percent of the 

total road budget.  This compares to administrative costs for the municipalities of approximately 5 percent.   

Again, there is an economies of scale principle at work as the road budgets for the municipalities were 

between 8 and 12 times higher than the townships.  Cost per mile to maintain the roads was over twice as 

much in two of the townships.  Maine Township actually had a lower cost per mile than Des Plaines.  Table 

9 provides information on the comparison.   

Table 9   Budget Information on Selected Townships and Municipalities located within the Township  

2004 Budget Information (000) 

 Schaumburg  

Township 

Hoffman  

Estates 

Elk Grove  

Township 

Elk Grove  

Village  

Maine  

Township  

City of     

Des Plaines  

2004 Budget $3,904.1 $31,143.7 $3,884.9 $38,139.4 $3,867.8 $43,400 

Beginning  Balance $2,499.4  $4,810.3  $502.4  

Fund Balance % of 

 Bdgt 

64%  123%  13%  

% Admin Costs to 

 Bdgt 

46.2% 9.9% 49.1% 20.0% 54.6% 8.3% 

Road budget $698.8 $5,946.9 $442.8 $5,649.9 $479.2 $6,175.8 

% Admin to Road  

Bdgt 

13.4% 5.1% 29.3% 5.6% 39.9% 5.1% 

Road Miles 9.3 149 5 136 19.5 228 

Costs per mile $75.1 $39.9 $88.6 $41.5 $24.6 $27.1 

Social Service Bdgt $1,848.2 $669.0 $1,264.2 $316.8 $1,208.8 $768.6 

General Asst Budget $304.2  $1,062.7  $662.4  

% Admin 42.2%  15.6%  54.2%  

 

Township Employment   

Townships in Cook County reported a total of 637 full-time and 469 part-time employees in 2007.  

This ranged from 71 full-time and 38 part-time employees in Thornton Township to serve a total 

population of 179,832 with 10.3 miles of unincorporated roads to 2 full-time and 5 part-time employees in 
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River Forest Township with 12,400 population and no unincorporated area.  Lyons Township with 16 full-

time and 6 part-time employees for a population of 116,000 and 18.5 unincorporated road miles represents 

the township median for full-time employment.  There is no relationship between the unincorporated area, 

the road  miles, the township population, and the number of township employees.  Table 10 shows the 

townships with the highest  and the lowest ratio of employees to township population. Full- and part-time 

employees have been converted to full-time equivalent by dividing the number of part-time employees by 4 

and adding result to the full-time number.  The table shows the 5 highest and 5 lowest townships according 

to the number of residents per employee.  It also gives an average salary per employee.  There are some 

outliers in the table that probably can be attributed to the problems involved in self-reported data.  The table 

shows the large variation between the highest and the lowest ratios of personnel to population.  The average 

for all the townships is one employee for every 3,084 persons with an annual salary of $36,700.  Personnel 

information on all townships is provided in the appendix.  

Given the limited services provided, the number of employees in many townships appears to be 

excessive.   For example, one study found that Thornton Township employed nine workers to maintain 10 

miles of roads (Szremski, 2003). The large administrative expenses discussed previously can be attributed 

to personnel costs as the major administrative cost of government is in salaries.  One explanation for the 

large variation is the role of patronage in township staffing.  Political parties in suburban Cook County are 

organized  on a township basis.  Township government in many instances is simply an extension of the 

dominant political party in the township.  There are numerous examples of the powerful influence of 

political party officials in townships.  For example, the late Donald Stephens controlled Leyden Township.   

He was mayor of the village of Rosemont as well as a Leyden Township Republican Party committeeman. 

He presided over employment in the village and the township, installing his son as the township supervisor, 

replacing another township supervisor who also owed his position and political career to the mayor. Other 

examples were given earlier in the paper.   
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Table 10      Cook County Townships with Highest and Lowest Ratio of   FTE to Township 
Population (2007)  
      

Township Population Personnel Costs FTE Ratio of FTE to 
Pop. 

Average Cost Per FTE 
Employee 

Niles 102,638 411,118 6.00 17,106 68,520 
Berwyn 54,015 154,805 5.25 10,289 29,487 
Wheeling 155,900 847,930 20.25 7,699 41,873 
Palos 53,419 400,080 7.25 7,368 55,183 
New Trier 56,716 337,199 8.25 6,875 40,873 
      

Township Population Personnel Costs FTE Ratio of FTE to 
Pop. 

Average Cost Per FTE 
Employee 

Stickney 38,673 2,153,398 71 549 30,545 
Rich 69,697 1,680,820 66 1,052 25,371 
Calumet 22,203 436,490 15 1,505 29,593 
Oak Park 50,824 1,561,510 34 1,506 46,267 
Hanover 83,417 1,753,416 44 1,885 39,627 
      
Source: All data from Financial Statements filed with the Illinois Comptroller's Office: http://www.ioc.il.us  
  Accessed February 5, 2008.    

 

Township Tax Collection 

 Township taxes are collected from residents in both the incorporated and unincorporated areas.  

The road budget is utilized only for roads in the unincorporated areas.  Although a portion of the township 

road taxes collected is funneled to the incorporated municipalities for their use, it is not equally divided 

according to the miles of municipality and township roads.  In effect, residents of incorporated 

municipalities pay the bulk of the township road taxes because there are few residents in the unincorporated 

areas.  For example, in Schaumburg Township there are only 1.92 square miles that are unincorporated, 

with less than 10 miles of road to maintain for 1,954 residents from a total of 134,114 township residents.  

In addition to paying taxes for roads in unincorporated areas, taxpayers living in incorporated areas pay 

taxes to build and maintain municipality roads, which tax nonresidents are not required to pay.     

 Tax revenue for the general township fund and the general assistance fund, collected township-

wide, is available for use by all eligible township residents.  The general township fund varies substantially 

from township to township with a high of $5.9 million in Thornton Township to a low of $163,984 in 
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Evanston Township.  It appears that Evanston has combined most of its township functions with the city of 

Evanston, which has contiguous boundaries.  Although the combined budgets in most townships amount to 

between $2 and $5 million, per capita costs are not large.  For example, the per capita Schaumburg 

Township budget costs are only $34.32.  A typical property tax bill for 2006 on a house in the township 

valued by the county at $150,000 is approximately $60, an insignificant amount on a property with a tax 

bill of $5672.   

Townships and Governance Issues  

 Citizens have a number of expectations of their local governments.  They expect efficient and 

effective delivery of local government services.  They expect local autonomy and control, and they expect 

that their local government leaders will make policy that is in their best interests.  They expect that their 

local government taxes will be used to benefit their local community.  In some instances, meeting one 

expectation may preclude fulfilling other expectations.  For example, local community control may not 

always equate to efficient and effective delivery of services.  There is also some disagreement in the 

definition of community.  Some maintain, following the benefits principle, that real property-related taxes 

should directly benefit the individual property.  Others have a broader definition and assert that the taxes 

should be used to enhance the neighborhood or municipality as a whole because the value of the individual 

property is enhanced if the municipality is improved.  A few others suggest that community should 

encompass a larger geographical area, such as the region, and point to studies that show that the entire 

region is negatively or positively affected by the condition of individual municipalities within the region.   

There are also those who maintain that it is in the best interest of the community, however defined, to 

provide needed benefits to those who cannot afford to pay.  Moreover, there is controversy over which 

value should be paramount in the event of conflict between them.  Generally, community control has 

superceded the other values.   

 Application of these values and expectations to township government reveals a number of issues 

and concerns.  For example, township government violates the benefits principle in the way that roads are 

funded.  Local government roads are funded from property taxes and state fuel taxes.  Fuel taxes are 

collected by the state and redistributed to government bodies according to a formula reserving a little less 
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than half for direct distribution to local governments.  Of this amount, approximately 50 percent is 

distributed to municipalities based on population.  Approximately 16 percent is distributed to townships 

based on miles of road.   The formula is heavily biased in favor of municipalities over townships in urban 

areas because of the few miles townships maintain.  For example, in 2003 Palos Township, the township 

with the most unincorporated road miles in Cook County, received $38,216 in motor fuel tax funds.  If it 

had received funds under the municipality formula based on population, it would have received $241,937or 

over 6 times as much.   

 Because townships receive less from user fees than municipalities, they are more reliant on 

property taxes to fund their roads.  As indicated previously, township roads are funded from the property 

taxes of the entire township.  Although one half the township road and bridge levy is rebated to the 

municipalities within the township, the township road miles and population in Cook County are a small 

fraction of the total road miles in the township.  In addition to paying taxes to support their own roads, the 

residents in the incorporated municipalities are paying to maintain township roads from which they may or 

may not benefit.  There appears to be no justification for the entire township to subsidize unincorporated 

roads.  The argument that all use the township roads and therefore should help pay for them generally does 

not apply in Cook County because of the small amount of unincorporated area and the general residential 

nature of the roads. 

 Township government does not meet efficiency expectations.  The study has shown that many of 

the township services are highly inefficient compared to other local governments.  Administrative costs 

were shown to be extremely high.  The large variation in employment and budgets among townships that 

had no relation to the population, unincorporated area, and the limited services provided is a further 

indication of their general inefficiency.  The study has shown that townships add to the cost of government 

without providing any added efficiency benefits. Services that townships provide are also provided by other 

governments.  Another layer of government only adds to confusion, complexity, and cost of government.    

Supporters of township government have emphatically described it as a grassroots government; a 

form of government that is not layered in bureaucracy and is closer to the people it serves than other forms 

of local government.  Supporters contend that townships are a counterweight to the tendency of 
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representative democracy to be increasingly remote and not responsive to the citizens (Tannenbaum, 1960, 

167).  The claim that townships are a bastion of democratic government and local control is questionable.  

There is little or no accountability expected by the citizens of townships because the taxes are low and most 

residents do not qualify for, or utilize, the services.  The argument that townships are an example of pure 

democracy does not hold up to close analysis.  Very few attend township meetings.  One survey reported 

that, on average, 11 citizens attend township meetings (Johnson & Walzer, 1996).  It is also suspected that 

many of these attendees are township employees or friends and relatives of employees.  Democracy and 

participation would not be lessened by the elimination of townships.  Indeed, citizens may be less confused 

and more participation might ensue from the elimination of this form of government.  Moreover, the claim 

that townships are the closest government to the people is not accurate as municipalities in suburban Cook 

County are generally geographically smaller than townships and engage more citizen involvement and 

interest because they provide a broader array of services.  Additionally, the elected township trustees may 

respond more readily to the client groups served by the township than to the taxpayers of the township.  A 

number of trustees hold other political offices, and there is evidence to suggest that at least some townships 

are used as a vehicle for patronage and as an extension of the political party.   

Prospects for the Elimination of Townships 

The procedure for elimination of townships requires petitions signed by 10 percent of the 

registered voters in each township in the county for the question to be placed on the ballot for the next 

scheduled election.  If three-fourths of the townships containing the majority of the county population vote 

in favor of abolition, the measure carries and immediately takes affect.  All records, equipment and other 

relevant materials and assets become the property of the county” (Illinois General Assembly, 2003). There 

have been no adoptions or abandonments since 1932.  In the nineteenth century most of the votes were to 

adopt.  In the twentieth century most of the votes were to abandon.  The activity regarding township 

abandonment has tailed off considerably with very few referenda since 1950.  The last referendum was in 

1998 with voters in McHenry County, a suburban Chicago county, rejecting the elimination of townships 

by an almost three to one margin.  In 1992, a petition drive calling for the abolishment of township 

government in Cook County could not gain enough signatures to become a ballot measure (Sublett, 2004).     
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Despite a number of efforts to abolish townships, they continue to survive and prosper.   There are 

a number of reasons that townships have been so enduring.  In addition to the substantial political power 

wielded by townships officials, voter apathy and the relatively small tax contribute to their survival.  The 

political power of township officials is evident in that a number of township officials also hold other 

political offices in the county or the state.  Calling on the state legislature to eliminate townships would be 

problematic because of the number of township officials who are also state legislators.  One Cook County 

suburban newspaper commenting on the resiliency of townships editorialized  that the only way that 

townships would be abolished was through state legislative action.  It concluded its editorial by saying that 

even this was unlikely.  “What, for example, would by the chance of state Sen. Maggie Crotty, D-Oak 

Forest, championing an effort to eliminate the office of supervisor Maggie Crotty?” (Editorial, 2005).  One 

state legislator suggested that  the political power of townships and the lack of motivation or apathy of the 

public demanding or supporting reform were insurmountable obstacles.  He felt even the smallest of 

changes would face a cool reception (Wills, 2001, A7).  The tax bite of township government is not large 

enough to create a tax revolt among the taxpayers.  One 1999 study reported that townships cost a typical 

Illinois resident $115 in 1999 (Kelly and Wills, 2000a).   The analysis of the 5 township counties indicated 

a per household property tax of only $168 for townships in 2004.   

However, in aggregate, the cost of township government is substantial.  With the growing 

disenchantment over the increasing taxes, taxpayers are starting to demand more efficient government and 

are questioning the need for the numerous layers of government.  Townships may become a target 

dissolution.  Indeed one local government official, Cook County Commissioner Michael Quigley has called 

for  the streamlining of county government including the elimination of townships and relocating their 

services to the county level (Quigley, 2003, 37).  

Efforts to abolish township government have also been made in other states with limited success.   

One successful effort was in Missouri where voters in Wright County in 2001 voted to abolish township 

government.  Missouri’s last previous successful attempt was in 1948 when Daviess County abolished 

township government (Office of the Missouri State Auditor, 2001, 8).  Recently, the governor of Michigan 

targeted townships when she recommended the streamlining of governments in Michigan including the 

consolidation of services and the elimination of governments.   A bill was subsequently introduced in the 
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legislature to move elections, assessments and tax collections from townships with less than 10,000 

population to the county.  Due to the political power of the state township organization, action has been 

stalled (Rathje and Vanden Brook, 2008).   

Conclusion 

Township government was clearly developed for an eighteenth century rural society in which 

transportation was slow and difficult.  If townships  were not already in existence, they would not be 

invented or necessary for twenty-first century government.  Most of the country and a number of counties 

in Illinois provide local government services without the need for townships.    The analysis of Cook 

County townships indicates that township government is an unnecessary, inefficient, and duplicative form 

of government.  Administrative costs are high and services that townships provide are now or can be more 

efficiently provided by the county and incorporated municipalities. Moreover, eliminating the township 

would promote better coordination in the delivery of social services and reduce duplication and citizen 

confusion as to which government to contact for specific services.  With one less government involved, 

there should be a more seamless provision of services.  Other township services could readily be provided 

by other governments.  The county or the municipality can readily provide the ombudsman function of the 

assessor’s office should this function be necessary.   

Combining responsibility for unincorporated roads with the county or municipality would make 

better use of expensive road maintenance equipment and storage facilities.  Moreover, it would eliminate 

the double taxation for municipal residents, who are taxed once for municipal roads and then again for 

township roads.  It would also shift more reliance away from property taxation to other taxes, as the 

township is much more heavily reliant on property taxes than municipalities and counties.   A conservative 

estimate of the cost savings is at least 50 percent of the more than $80 million spent by townships.  It is 

probable that even greater cost reductions would occur.  It is also likely that services would be enhanced 

with the transfer of functions to other governments.  

  Serious consideration should be given to reduce the complexity of government by abolishing this 

unneeded form of local government.  In this era of business consolidation to obtain greater economies and 

efficiencies, there is no need for the complexity in public service delivery that exists from this unnecessary 

layer of government.  In this instance, government could benefit from emulating the business model in 
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streamlining its local government system.  Not only would efficiency and effectiveness improve, it would 

free tax money for other uses.  It would also increase government accountability.  The township, 

particularly in urban areas, has outlived its usefulness and should be relegated to the dustbin of history.    
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Appendix I      
General Information     
Name of 
Township 

Total Square 
Miles 

Unincorporated 
Square Miles 

Unincorporated  
Road  Miles 

Total 
Population 

Unincorporated 
Population 

Barrington 34.98 5.24 4.14 14,026 811 
Berwyn 3.89 0 0 54,016 0 
Bloom 46.59 15.32 5.49 93,901 2,668 
Bremen 37.65 10.74 17.09 109,575 2,504 
Calumet 4.48 0.35 0.52 22,374 0 
Elk Grove 27.83 7.37 4.93 94,969 3,315 
Evanston 7.75 0 0 74,239 0 
Hanover 33.5 7.84 11.18 83,471 1,998 
Lemont 20.4 14.47 23.76 18,002 4,910 
Leyden 19.84 2.16 25.25 94,685 9,721 
Lyons 36.38 3.17 18.46 109,264 5,429 
Maine 25.97 3.94 19.64 135,623 27,249 
New Trier 16.02 1.37 0 56,716 818 
Niles 21.25 0.4 0 102,638 0 
Northfield 34.3 6.99 19.86 82,880 12,481 
Norwood 3.67 0.65 4.3 26,176 1,159 
Oak Park 4.7 0 0 52,542 0 
Orland 35.74 9.42 20.54 91,418 5,139 
Palatine 35.69 7.01 27.71 112,740 8,495 
Palos 33.91 18.74 20.06 53,419 5,792 
Proviso 29.68 5.61 1.69 155,831 657 
Rich 36.36 12.7 7.41 67,623 2,844 
River Forest 2.51 0 0 11,635 0 
Riverside 4.02 0.08 0.63 15,704 122 
Schaumburg 30.64 1.92 9.87 134,114 1,954 
Stickney 12.51 1.28 8.97 38,673 3,539 
Thornton 46.98 3.58 10.27 180,802 942 
Wheeling 35.9 2.55 8.15 155,834 3,074 
Worth 31.85 3.54 13.11 152,239 3,679 
Totals 707.24 146.44 283.03 2,395,129 109,300 
      

Source: 
Figures with regard to square mileage come from the 2000 Census Bureau 
Data,  

 
Cook County, Illinois -- County Subdivision and Place GCT-PH1. 
Population, Housing Units, Area, and Density:  2000    
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Appendix 
II          
Town Fund          
Name of 
township 

Total 
Town 
Fund 
Expenses 

Capital 
Expenses 

Cash 
Balance 
Town 
Fund 

Adm 
Costs 
Town 
Fund 

% Adm. 
Costs to 
Expenses 

Assessor 
Costs 

Per 
Capita 
Expenses 

Social 
Service 
Costs 

Trans. 
 

 

Barrington 442,363  1,010,804 291,645 65.9% 13,000 32.77 125,202 25,516  
Berwyn 248,994  94,584 248,994 100.0%  4.61   
Bloom 1,742,247  2,003,277 805,602 46.2% 64,218 18.55 590,696 146,364  
Bremen 945,176  692,299 819,958 86.7% 110,400 8.63  125,218  
Calumet 910,157 56,728 882,341 775,198 85.1% 30,600 32.62 4,775  

Elk Grove 2,607,350 114,514 818,109 1,078,090 41.3% 174,400 29.63 
   
1,415,106   

Evanston 382,251  452,150 257,251 67.3%  5.11   
Hanover 2,291,727 208,140 1,209,443 1,551,078 67.6% 128,832 59.56 532,509  
Lemont 517,091 22,219  1,075,038 424,671 82.1% 61,080 27.22  52,310 
Leyden 2,450,843  3,237,444 1,447,468 59.0%  25.88 501,100 15,294 
Lyons 1,277,090  1,066,662 1,277,090 100.0% 113,851 11.01   
Maine 3,020,296  349,626 2,311,251 76.5% 130,650 22.27 1,384,609  
New Trier 1,691,973  1,853,557 589,875 34.8%  29.83 1,102,099  
Niles 1,756,394  1,748,510 1,145,103 65.2% 80,200 17.11 498,291  
Northfield 590,870 5,826 694,747 487,844 82.5% 16,410 7.13 96,700  
Norwood 527,596  784,496 379,614 71.9% 26,850 20.15 107,366  
Oak Park 2,928,686 11,356  2,528,793 822,344 28.0% 97,070 26.72 2,094,968  
Orland 1,777,158 39,913  2,480,387 771,165 43.3% 120,486 19.44 953,152 12,928 
Palatine 1,716,187 29,890  707,244 838,139 48.8% 104,800 15.19 848,158  

Palos 675,448  324,044 373,963 55.3% 38,500 12.06 
      
278,410   

Proviso 3,293,604 
  

1,304,869  3,056,100 901,570 27.3% 188,270 21.58 
      
909,831  14,298 

Rich 3,415,849  5,338,990 3,415,849 100.0% 201,065 49.01   
River Forest 541,719  484,537 180,531 33.3% 16,794 43.69 361,188  
Riverside 527,124 105,873  973,294 419,820 79.6% 38,100 33.57  1,431 
Schaumburg 3,848,339 42,931  1,709,874 1,943,947 50.5% 119,486 28.69 1,861,461 164,035 
Stickney 3,330,324  3,659,349 3,330,324 100.0% 102,500 86.11   
Thornton 7,504,975  10,013,719 2,257,960 30.0% 169,064 41.72 5,247,015  
Wheeling 2,542,759 320,422  3,808,582 781,540 30.7% 141,300 16.31 1,436,057  
Worth 2,519,055 155,032  1,379,816 1,197,088 47.5%  16.04 253,015  
Totals 56,023,645 2,417,713 54,437,816 31,124,972 55.5% 2,287,926 23.04 17,998,361 260,296 
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Appendix III        
Road and Bridge 
Fund        
Name of township Unincorp. 

road  
miles 

Total R & B 
Fund 
Expenditures   

Capital 
Expenses 

Adm. 
Costs 
R&B 

Percent 
Adm. Costs 
to R&B 
Exp. 

Cost per 
mile 

Direct 
Transportation 
Expenses 

Barrington 4.14       
Berwyn        
Bloom 5.49 319,486  176,950 55.39% 58,194 308,682 
Bremen 17.09 316,904  38,181 12.05% 18,543 278,723 
Calumet 0.52 123,770 8,988 54,223 43.81% 238,019 60,559 
Elk Grove 4.93 313,594 8,886  132,119 42.13% 63,609 172,589 
Evanston        
Hanover 11.18 436,171 160,274  110,646 25.37% 39,014 321,496  
Lemont 23.76 663,762 251,335 124,185 18.71% 27,936 292,516 
Leyden 25.25 1,501,470 372,093  300,000 19.98% 59,464 1,307,538 
Lyons 18.46 506,165  136,070 26.88% 27,420 506,165 
Maine 19.64 1,322,658  197,310 14.92% 67,345 1,125,348 
New Trier        
Niles        
Northfield 19.86 1,134,276 208,697  103,948 9.16% 57,114 800,938 
Norwood 4.3 53,655  9,058 16.88% 12,478 44,596 
Oak Park        
Orland 20.54 600,314 239,778  129,100 21.51% 29,227 360,957 
Palatine 27.71 1,016,300 151,721  238,943 23.51% 36,676 695,111  
Palos 20.06 375,215 9,147 80,447 21.44% 18,705 285,591 
Proviso 1.69       
Rich 7.41 498,145 0 205,800 0.00% 67,226  
River Forest        
Riverside 0.63       
Schaumburg 9.87 467,859 1,305  289,645 61.91% 47,402 164,035 
Stickney 8.97 1,312,414  124,500 9.49% 146,311 1,312,414  
Thornton 10.27 220,344  194,754 88.39% 21,455 8,815 
Wheeling 8.15 674,987 373,909  67,540 10.01% 82,820 249,626 
Worth 13.11 424,466 13,835  250,753 59.07% 32,377 159,878 
Total 283.03 12,281,955 1,799,968 2,964,172 24.13% 43,395 6,126,556 
        

Source: 
All figures except administrative costs are from the Illinois Comptroller's 
Website  

  http://www.ioc.il.us  Administrative costs are combination of expenditure and budget data. 
  Accessed Feb 15, 2008 Budgeted figures obtained from the Cook County Clerk's office.   
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Appendix IV       
Information  on Road and Bridge and General 
Assistance Funds ( 2007) 

    

Name of 
Township 

GA Fund 
Expenditures 

Combined GA 
and R&B 

Ending Cash 
Balance 

GA 
Administrative 

Costs 

 GA 
%Adm. 
Costs to 

GA Fund 
Exp.  

Direct 
Welfare  

Assistance  

Total General 
Government 

Costs GA  & RB 

Barrington 25 221,382 25 100% NA 25 
Berwyn 157,669 398,013 109480         69% 48,189 109,480 
Bloom 604,975 1,447,705 70,400 12% NA  
Bremen 187,568 519,231 101,468 54% 86,100 139,649 
Calumet 185,858 31,396 179,300 96% NA 54,223 
Elk Grove 553,801 1,398,535 229,049 41% 324,752  361,168 
Evanston 855,035 808,836 NA  855,035  
Hanover 1,826,781 4,669,774 326,411 18% 265,123 437,057 
Lemont 27,186 1,305,137 19259 71% 7,927 139,170 
Leyden 237,116 220,885 76,330 32% 237,116  861 
Lyons 60,678 1,813,509 NA  60,678  
Maine 739,086 1,213,940 32,500 4% NA 197,310 
New Trier 70,249 304,742 31,442 45% 38,807  31,442 
Niles 247,485 -321,252 67,108 27% 180,377 67,108 
Northfield 357,178 1,342,350 134,777 38% 222,401 238,725 
Norwood 11,796 520,699 8,556 73% 3,240  17,614 
Oak Park 1,766,686 1,561,965 NA  1,766,686  
Orland 43,415 641,506 12,700 29% NA 42,994 
Palatine 367,776 1,968,837 172,133 47% 195,643  411,076 
Palos 85,035 750,536 85,035 100% NA 165,512 
Proviso 971,776 1,007,257 409,102 42% 524988 409,102 
Rich 288,657 1,374,886 NA  288,657  
River Forest NA NA 13,800  NA  
Riverside 384,625 287,078 33,477 9% 351,148 33,477 
Schaumburg 263,008 977,060 117624 45% 145,384 407,269 
Stickney 125,610 1,801,875 NA  125,610  
Thornton 2,361,801 714,094 767,527 32% 1,593,511  962,281 
Wheeling 373,290 1,246,894 142,143 38% 231,147  209,683 
Worth 427,678 1,489,816 250753 58% 176,925   
Totals 13,581,843 29,716,686 3,390,399 24.96% 4,928,303 4,435,226 
       

Source: 
All figures except administrative costs are from the Illinois Comptroller’s Website  
http://www.ioc.il.us. 

  Administrative costs are combination of expenditure and budget data. Accessed Feb 15, 2008 
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