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Introduction

Since 2010, citizens of Champaign County have been presented with several referenda
concerning county government, some of which asked whether some county officers,
traditionally elected, should be appointed and the functions of the office assigned to other
offices. (Recorder of Deeds, Auditor, Coroner). In 2016, citizens were asked whether the
structure of county board governance should be changed from a county board chair elected
from amongst the county board members to another structure permitted by statute.

The League of Women Voters of Champaign County did not take a position recommending a
yes or no vote on these referenda because we had neither studied the pertinent issues nor
formally adopted a League position based on study. These are important issues and the League
should be actively involved in discussing and recommending positions based on careful study
and analysis. The purpose of this study is to develop a position on relevant issues of county
governance so as to be able to advocate based on knowledge of county governance.

Process

The Task Force on County Governance, composed of League members and knowledgeable
community members, was appointed by LWVCC President Trisha Crowley to complete the
County Governance Study Project approved by the LWVCC membership on June 16, 2021.
(Appendix 1: List of Task Force members.)

The Task Force determined that a reasonable first step was to contract with a knowledgeable
consultant who could provide information on issues of county governance. (Appendix 2:
Bellwether Report — A Consideration of County Government Structure). The consultant was
asked to:
1. Recommend the most effective operating model for the offices of County Auditor
and County Coroner;
2. Compare and contrast the various models of county board governance permitted in
lllinois; and
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3. Recommend the optimum number members of the Champaign County board.

The Task Force unanimously adopted the recommendations contained in this Report based
upon the Task Force Members’ specific expertise and experience with Champaign County
government and the information in the Bellwether Report. The next step is presentation to the
membership of the Champaign County League of Women Voters for adoption of a position on
these issues.

Conclusions

Based on information in the Bellwether Report but weighting their own knowledge and
experience as most important, the Task Force recommends these positions:

1. The elected office of Auditor should be eliminated and the duties assigned to other
offices.

2. The elected office of Coroner should be retained.

3. The County Board chair should be elected by the voters of the entire county.

4. The current 22-member County Board is too large to function well. Although a smaller
number (from 9-15 members) could work more effectively, the question should be
deferred until a time closer to 2030 redistricting, which is the next opportunity to make
changes.

Part 1. Elected County Officials

A. Recorder of Deeds

In 2020, the issue of whether to continue electing the Recorder of Deeds was put on the ballot
by the County Board after the Democratic candidate for the office campaigned on the platform
of eliminating the Recorder of Deeds. He posited that eliminating the elected position could
save the county money, primarily because the office was purely ministerial and had little
policy-making authority. The referendum was passed, the office was eliminated, and the duties
were transferred to the County Clerk.

B. County Auditor

The primary duties of the County Auditor are to approve disbursement of county funds (in
excess of $175 million/year in Champaign County) and to complete a Comprehensive Annual
Financial Report preparatory to an annual audit. Candidates for this elected office are not
required to have professional licenses or any relevant education or experience. After being
elected, 20 hours of professional training annually is the only mandatory requirement to hold
the office of County Auditor.

Elected county auditors themselves agree that the public does not know what the auditor does.
(Appendix 2 - Bellwether Report, p.28)
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In recent years, Champaign County has had an auditor who was reelected despite rarely coming
into his office, a situation highlighted by repeated newspaper coverage. Under the current
elected auditor system, Champaign County has not had its annual audit completed on time for
6 consecutive years. In 2021, federal pass-through funds were delayed because of the lack of an
approved audit.

Because this is an elected office, the auditor cannot be replaced, regardless of job performance,
except every four years at election time. The impact of problems in the auditor’s performance
are mainly internal to the county government; county offices are the most impacted because
the auditor processes every department’s bills. This condition is nearly opaque and very difficult
for ordinary citizens to see, understand and evaluate.

The main argument for continuing to elect the county auditor is that it maintains the position’s
independence from the county board, allowing the auditor to raise issues publicly about the
financial process.

Although the League strongly believes in democratic principles that include citizens’ rights to
determine who holds offices of importance in the County, the absence of an lllinois statutory
requirement that elected county auditors have appropriate training, experience, and
certification, undermines the electoral process. It is difficult for voters to understand the
position’s requirements and then to seek out candidates’ relevant experiences and/or
licensures in order to make independent decisions about how to cast their votes.

It is the Task Force’s conclusion that the importance of professional skills that will be evaluated
by professional county administrative staff outweighs the value of the independence of an
elected position. This independence is rarely used, and if used does not necessarily lead to an
effective change. If the job is not being done right, the person should be able to be replaced
immediately, not 4 years later. The process of hiring a professional is much more likely to result
in competence than is election by citizens who are basically unaware of what the auditor does.
The County is required to have an independent audit annually, which is done by an outside
professional accounting firm. This independent review of county finances provides the
necessary oversight and is the oversight system in place in most government bodies throughout
the state.

C. County Coroner

The coroner’s position is the oldest administrative office defined by Statute and in existence in
Illinois counties. The coroner attends each death, determines a cause - ordering an autopsy if
necessary - and issues death certificates. The coroner deals with both the public and law
enforcement. Voters understand what the coroner does and are likely to be aware of significant
complaints by those who interact with the coroner’s office because those complaints come
from outside the office.
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The alternative to a coroner is a medical examiner system. A medical examiner is required to be
a licensed physician. That system is likely to be much more expensive due to the statutory
requirement that the examiner holds a medical license. The pool of physicians who might want
the job is likely to be small and the salary is likely to be higher than that of a coroner. Illinois
counties with this system have reported difficulties finding qualified medical examiners. The
present system of elected coroner is working well in Champaign County. For these reasons the
Task Force recommends retaining the elected coroner.

Part 2. County Governance

There are 5 forms of county governance in lllinois:

1. Commission counties, which are generally very small in population and are found mainly
in the southern part of the state. Because of the limitations of this statutory form, it is
not appropriate for Champaign County and will not be considered further.

2. Cook County, which has its own statutory scheme because of its size and history and will
not be considered further.

3. Township Counties, in which the county board selects a chair from amongst the district
county board members. This is the default form of county government in township
counties.

4. Township counties where the County board chair is elected by the voters county-wide.
Seven counties, mostly the populous collar counties, use this form. (Appendix 3: List of
lllinois counties with county-wide elected board chair)

5. Counties with a county executive elected by voters county- wide. Only 2 of lllinois’ 102
counties - Champaign and Will - currently use this form. Under lllinois law, home rule for
counties is possible only under the county executive form and only after a referendum
approving home rule for the county. Neither Will nor Champaign are home rule counties
because the voters were not asked to approve home rule powers when the referendum
guestion on county executive structure was placed on the ballot. Home rule would
require approval by the voters on that specific question in a county wide referendum.

Champaign County

(See Appendix 4: background information about Illinois counties in general and Champaign
County in particular.)

In 2016, the voters were presented with 2 referenda:
1. To change the county board structure to one where the County board chair is elected by
voters county-wide; and
2. To change to a structure where county voters elect a county executive.

Both referenda were approved by more than 50% of the voters. Although the board chair
elected county-wide received substantially more votes, the county executive form was
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implemented because state law held that a change in form (from Township County to Elected
Executive) was to be given priority.

Clearly, most citizens were not satisfied with the previous system where the board chair was
elected by board members. There had been several board chair elections that were supported
by a only a few members of the majority party (Democrats) and all or most of the members of
the minority party (Republicans). Without the support of most of the majority party, there was
often considerable disagreement during board meetings. This was well known to voters and is
probably one of the major reasons they voted for change.

Because more than 50% voted ‘yes’ on both referenda, some voters said ‘yes’ to both
guestions. It is apparent there was some confusion among voters about which structure would
be best. Although there was public discussion before the referenda, it focused mostly on
arguing for voting yes for a change. There was not a substantial education campaign to explain
to voters the differences between the two structures.

Differences between the two forms

The major differences in governance between these two structures is leadership of the county
board. A board chair elected county-wide chairs meetings, sets agenda, participates in every
vote and generally provides leadership that is similar to that of a strong city mayor. The county
executive is the administrative head of the county. They prepare the budget but does not vote
except for ties, and even then, their vote can be overridden by a 2/3 vote of the board. The
position is not particularly well structured to provide leadership to the board because the
county executive is not a member of the county board.

Several examples illustrate this point.

Under the county-wide board chair form, the county board hires (and fires) the county
administrator with board approval. Policies such as the personnel policies for county employees
and financial policies to guide budgeting are set by the board. The county administrator handles
day-to-day matters, such as preparing the budget, and reports to the whole board.

The county executive can hire administrative staff and enact personal and financial policies
without board input or approval.

Champaign’s first county executive was elected in 2018. The county board proceeded to enact
policies to minimize the statutory role of the county executive. These included board rules that
provided for the county board chair to continue to fill appointments, such as vacancies on the
county board itself, even though the elected county executive maintained that appointments
were her responsibility by statute. This is the subject of a lawsuit between the county executive
and the county board that is currently before the lllinois Supreme Court. ( Appendix 5:
Kloeppel vs. Champaign County Board).
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Although the county executive, by statute, is given the authority to prepare the agenda for
county board meetings, the board regularly voted to amend the agenda to ignore items placed
on it by the county executive.

In 2022, the board, while acting to set the 4-year salaries of those county officials who would be
elected in the November 2022 election, set the salary of the county executive —the person
responsible for managing the entire county - at a rate lower than every other elected official.
The salary, set at $70,000/year, is not designed to attract county executive candidates with
strong administrative and financial skills demonstrated by prior life and work experience. If the
duties of the office are going to be broadly delegated by the county executive to a hired county
administrator, there will not be the transparency and effective board relationships created by
an administrator who is hired by the board under the county board chair.

The Bellwether Report recommends the county executive structure as the most effective form
for Champaign County. The major reason for this recommendation is that the county executive
structure is the only one that can acquire home rule power and that such authority would be an
important way to handle the financial difficulties that Champaign and many lllinois counties
face.

No lllinois county other than Cook has home rule authority. Home rule authority would allow
the county board to ignore the property tax cap, which the county board has previously voted
to impose on all non-home rule government units (including itself) in Champaign County. It
would allow county board regulation of businesses throughout the entire county, conflicting
with municipal home rule units. Municipal home rule has been exercised by many cities in
Illinois for decades. That Champaign County would be the only home rule county outside Cook
creates uncertainties of how this power would be interpreted and applied by the county board.
Home rule authority is a negative factor, rather than a positive factor supporting the county
executive form. (Appendix 6 — Home Rule Powers)

The Task Force thinks that this theoretical power to acquire home rule authority is very unlikely
to be approved by Champaign County voters in the foreseeable future. In the absence of actual
home rule authority, the benefits of a county board chair elected county-wide outweigh the
benefits of the elected executive form.

Some of the major responsibilities of the county board in the past decade have been the
downtown jail, which was severely decrepit, and the county nursing home, which was losing
millions of dollars a year. Because of lack of strong leadership at the county board, these issues
dragged on for many years. The failure of the County Board to adopt and implement
appropriate plans to address and correct these issues was widely known by the public. These
leadership issues were not improved by the county executive form because the executive
structure was not designed to provide leadership to the county board, but only to take care of
administration.
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Conclusion

The Task Force recommends that a county-wide elected board chair form of county
government will be the most effective statutory option.

The Task Force was charged to make recommendations based on the real world of Champaign
County. The County has many advantages as the home of the world-class University of lllinois
and it has a growing, diverse, and educated population and a strong agriculturally-based rural
community. But the county board continues to be divisive and unable to make timely decisions.

In 2016, the citizens of Champaign County voted for change. The change to an elected county
executive has not noticeably improved the functioning of the county board or county
government. Most of the other similarly populated counties in lllinois now use the county-wide
elected board chair form. The Task Force believes that this form also will be best for
Champaign County.

This change cannot be enacted except by a referendum. The referendum could be placed on
the ballot by the county board or by citizen petition.

Part 3. Size of Board Membership

Prior to 1970, county board members in a township county were not directly elected to the
county board. The county board consisted of township superintendents and assistant
superintendents. For Champaign County, with 27 townships, this meant a county board of 54.
This was changed in 1969 following the requirements of the US Supreme Court’s “One person,
one vote” decisions.

By statute, the county board itself decides the number of districts and the number of members
per district every 10 years, based on the most recent census. The first County board after 1970
was set at 27 members elected from 9 districts.

This was changed to 22 members in 11 districts after the 2010 census. In the 2020 redistricting
process carried out in 2021, the number of districts and members were kept the same although
some boundaries were redrawn because of population growth in certain areas. There was a
lack of discussion about changing the number of districts or members, in part as a result of the
pandemic delay in the census, which ultimately delayed the whole redistricting process. The
next time this issue can be addressed is in 2030.

The Bellwether report notes the factors that impact the optimum number of county board
members. As the Report notes, both too few and too many members result in structural
limitations for collaboration and discussion. Without such discussion, it may be difficult for
members to know each other and learn to work together.
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The question of the size of the board, both numbers of districts and members, should be
studied closer to 2030, the next opportunity to make changes. The study should ensure that
rural residents are adequately represented as these residents depend upon county services to a
greater degree than residents in towns and cities. An effort also should be made to understand
the time required of each board member for committee and board meetings, for meeting
preparation, and for constituent contact so that the number of members and districts relate
appropriately to the time board members spend on their duties.

The statutes outline a redistricting process which involves public input and public meetings.
The League should prepare in 2029-30 so as to be able to provide knowledgeable testimony at
that time.

The Task Force is not making a recommendation on this issue, preferring to defer a
recommendation until the completion of a study that LWVCC should carry out prior to the 2030
census.

Note from Co-chairs Trisha Crowley and Deb Busey

We would like to express our great appreciation for the time and thoughtful consideration
given to these issues by the members of the Task Force. The diverse experience of the Task
Force members brought points of view based on their lengthy experiences in Champaign
County and added insight to the discussions.

We thank the members of the League of Women Voters of Champaign County for their strong
financial support and their time and attention regarding this County Governance Study.

We would also like to extend a special thank you to Steve Beckett and Alan Nudo, community
members who rallied additional financial support for this project from interested community
members and former officials who have worked in and with Champaign County government.



