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A REVIEW AND COMPARISON OF  

GEORGIA’S LARGEST CONSOLIDATED GOVERNMENTS 

 

The term “consolidation” is generally used to mean the merger of two governments into one 
(usually a city and a county), also referred to as “full governmental consolidation.”  In a full 
governmental consolidation, an entirely new countywide government is created, the existing city 
and county governments are abolished and all the services and departments of the former city 
and county are consolidated within that new government.  Consolidation may also be used to 
describe a partial merging of services or departments, what is commonly referred to as 
“functional consolidation.”  The 1983 Georgia Constitution authorizes the state legislature to 
provide for “the consolidation of the governmental and corporate powers and functions vested in 
municipalities with the governmental and corporate powers and functions vested in a county or 
counties in which such municipalities are located….” (Article 9, Section 3, Paragraph 2)  
Georgia currently has seven consolidated governments, more than any other state.  

This report examines the three largest consolidated governments in the state of Georgia: 
Columbus-Muscogee County, Athens-Clarke County, and Augusta-Richmond County.  The 
forms of government, size of the governing bodies, election districts, manner of elections, issues 
that prompted the decision to consolidate, and subsequent issues and changes to the consolidated 
government are reviewed and analyzed below. 

Methodology 

The history, current data, information about policy issues, and opinions about consolidation 
expressed in this analysis of the three consolidated governments were gathered through 
interviews with current and former elected and appointed officials and staff in each of the three 
governments as well as individuals actively involved in the consolidation efforts; a review of the 
consolidation charter; and news stories and historical documents related to the consolidation 
process. Each of these consolidated governments has now been in existence for more than a 
decade:  Columbus-Muscogee County – 41 years (1970), Athens-Clarke County – 20 years 
(1990), and Augusta-Richmond County – 16 years (1995).  It is now becoming somewhat of a 
challenge to locate data about the oldest of these consolidations and the governments prior to 
consolidation as well as individuals who were involved in the consolidation process.  A list of 
the individuals interviewed and documentation reviewed is found in Appendix B.   
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Columbus, Georgia 

Background 

The first city and county in Georgia to consolidate, the City of Columbus and Muscogee County 
consolidated in 1970 as Columbus, Georgia.  The move toward consolidation occurred over 
more than two decades.  During the 1950’s local leaders debated the possibility of merging city 
and county departments that provided similar services.  In 1961, a Citizens Committee on 
Consolidation was appointed, culminating in an unsuccessful referendum in 1962.  In 1966, three 
permissive constitutional amendments allowing consolidation and permitting mergers of city and 
county boards and departments were approved by the voters but none were put into effect. 
Although unsuccessful, these efforts served as an indication that voters favored some form of 
consolidation. In 1967, a new consolidation study committee was appointed to study 
consolidation and recommended creation of a charter commission to draft a charter for a new 
government. 

The primary factors contributing to the consolidation were geography and economics.  At the 
time of consolidation, the city comprised almost one-half of the county geographically and 90% 
of the county by population.  The city had almost doubled its population between 1950 and 1969 
and more than quadrupled the area within its boundaries from 1960 to 1969.  Almost all new 
development within the county was occurring within the city or was being annexed into the city.   
City taxpayers complained of double taxation and county taxpayers complained of being taxed 
for services used primarily by city residents.  These differences were magnified by the city and 
county commissions who disagreed over both major and minor issues.  These intergovernmental 
conflicts extended to presenting separate requests to state officials.  The Columbus Chamber of 
Commerce was a centralizing force to bring the two bodies together and strongly supported 
consolidation of the two governments. 

Prior to consolidation, the City of Columbus had a council-manager form of government, with 
six commissioners elected from the city at-large and a mayor also elected at large. The city’s 
form of government was established in 1921 with the manager appointed by the commission.  
Muscogee County had a commission-administrator form of government, with five 
commissioners elected at-large and the chairman elected annually from among the board.  The 
board of commissioners adopted the commission-administrator form in 1965 and appointed its 
first county administrator in January of 1968. 

Consolidation Process 

The consolidation of Columbus and Muscogee County occurred under the 1945 Georgia 
Constitution by means of a local Constitutional amendment.1 This amendment authorized the 

                                                 
1 This method is no longer available; all consolidations must now occur pursuant to Article 9, Section 3, Paragraph 2 
of the 1983 Georgia Constitution.  
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General Assembly to create a charter commission to study all matters related to consolidation 
and to draft a charter to establish a government with powers and jurisdiction throughout the 
territorial limits of the county to replace the existing city and county governments. This 
amendment was approved by the voters of the City of Columbus and by the voters countywide in 
1968.  Pursuant to the local Constitutional amendment, the General Assembly adopted enabling 
legislation in 1969 creating the Muscogee County Charter Commission. This charter commission 
was authorized to draft a charter and submit it directly to the voters without having to obtain 
approval of the two governing bodies.  The commission drafted a charter consolidating the city 
and county and on May 27, 1970 the charter passed by a four-to-one vote; the charter was 
subsequently ratified by the General Assembly in 1971. 

There was wide support for consolidation from political leaders and the community as a whole.  
The Charter Commission had a strong mandate to do whatever it took to achieve consolidation 
and never lost sight of its ultimate goal of delivering a new government to the people. The strong 
involvement of the Chamber of Commerce is recognized as a major factor in the successful 
promotion of the consolidation charter.  It supported creation of the charter commission, 
contributed financially to the public campaign to promote consolidation, and worked to obtain 
the public endorsement of elected officials and community leaders. Local media – television, 
radio, and newspaper – also gave substantial attention to the consolidation effort with the 
Columbus Ledger-Enquirer publishing the full text of the charter to give every citizen access to 
the entire document prior to voting.   

All charter commission meetings were conducted as public meetings and four public hearings 
were held during the course of its work.  At the commission’s first public hearing, a leader in the 
African-American community noted that there were no African-Americans on the charter 
commission.  Since the local constitutional amendment establishing the commission had 
specifically provided for a 15 member charter commission, it was not possible to expand the 
commission membership. However, the city and county commissions appointed four African-
American advisory non-voting members who were asked to participate fully in every phase of 
the charter drafting. The involvement of leaders from the African-American community in the 
charter drafting process was influential in acceptance of the charter by African-American voters.  

Consolidation Charter 

Form of Government, Size, Manner of Election 

Columbus has a mayor-council-city manager form of government, which is essentially a hybrid 
of two forms – the mayor-council and the council-manager.  The mayor is elected by the voters 
of the county at-large.  Two of the council’s 10 members are elected at-large and eight are 
elected from single-member districts.  The size of the consolidated council was a major issue in 
drafting the charter because there was concern that reducing the number of total elected positions 
might engender opposition to consolidation from incumbents.  However, three of the 12 



 

4 
 

incumbents announced they would not seek reelection and the charter commission agreed on a 
10-member council. 

Of special interest to the commission was the issue of at-large versus district posts and the 
creation of districts to assure the opportunity for election of at least one African American 
member to the council.  The charter commission was concerned that a council with a majority of 
single-member districts would allow ward politics to dominate.  Thus, the original 1970 charter 
provided for six members elected from the county at-large and four members elected in districts.  
However, the method of election was changed in the current charter adopted in 1993 to eight 
members elected from districts and two members elected at-large.  This change became effective 
beginning with the 1994 election.   

Members of the council are designated as councilors.  The 10 councilors are elected in 
nonpartisan elections for staggered, four-year terms. The mayor is term-limited to two 
consecutive four-year terms of office but there are no term limits for councilors.  The position of 
mayor was initially part-time but it is now a full-time position; the position of councilor is 
designated as part-time. The original 1970 charter provided for partisan elections of the council 
and this was continued in the current 1993 charter.  Subsequently, a 1994 amendment to the 
current charter implemented nonpartisan elections for the mayor and commission pursuant to a 
change in state law allowing nonpartisan elections of the governing body in consolidated 
governments.  

The 1970 charter provided for more than 30 departments, boards, commissions, and authorities 
and specified the department directors and the number of board, commission, and authority 
members and the method of appointment of such persons.  Most of these specific provisions 
were eliminated from the current charter adopted in 1993 and replaced with a general provision 
that operations and responsibilities of departments will be distributed among divisions or bureaus 
and will consist of officers, employees, and positions as provided for by ordinance.  All members 
of boards, commissions, and authorities are appointed by the Council for terms and in the 
manner provided by ordinance or applicable state law.  Certain boards, commissions, and 
authorities continue to be specifically included in the charter, primarily those created by state law 
such as the board of health or created by a local constitutional amendment such as the airport 
authority.     

Powers and Duties 

The council exercises all legislative power of the consolidated government.   The council has 
primary policy-making responsibility which is fulfilled by adoption of ordinances, resolutions, 
and the annual operating and capital budgets and capital improvement programs.   

Executive and administrative authority is vested in the executive branch which includes the 
mayor; the manager; department directors; and all boards, authorities and commissions.  The 
mayor is the official spokesperson of the government and recommends the annual budgets and 
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capital improvement program.  The mayor presides at council meetings but may only vote in the 
case of a tie. The mayor may also call special meetings of the council. All ordinances enacted by 
the council must be submitted to the mayor for his or her signature. The mayor has no veto 
authority but may require the council to reconsider an ordinance. The mayor is also the director 
of public safety and, with the approval of six councilors, appoints and removes the police and 
fire chiefs. 

The position of manager is nominated by the mayor and confirmed by six members of the 
council, the mayor may recommend removal of the manager but removal requires confirmation 
by six councilors.  However, with seven votes the council may remove the manager without 
recommendation of the mayor. The manager has day-to-day authority over all departments of the 
consolidated government and, with advice and consent of the council, appoints and removes all 
department heads subject to his or her control. The manager prepares and submits the operating 
and capital budgets and the capital improvement program to the mayor. The manager is 
responsible for reporting on the finances, administration, and operations of the government and 
providing general liaison between the mayor, council, and all departments, boards, and 
employees of the government.  

Policy Issues 

Tax and Service Districts 

Governmental consolidations commonly involve pre-existing differences in types or levels of 
services between the city and the county.  The use of service districts allows for these differences 
to be continued after consolidation with taxes and fees levied in direct proportion to the services 
provided within each district.  The three consolidated governments reviewed in this report each 
have at least two service districts. Typically, the general service district extends throughout the 
geographic area of the county and the urban service district or districts correspond to a smaller 
area such as the corporate limits of the former city. 

The local Constitutional amendment authorizing the consolidation of Columbus and Muscogee 
County specifically allowed the charter to create two or more taxing districts for assessment, 
levy, and collection of taxes in accord with the kind, type, and degree of services provided within 
the districts and to provide for assumption of bonded indebtedness and other obligations by the 
new government.2  Immediately following consolidation, services essentially remained the same 
despite the reorganization of the government.  At the time of consolidation, the charter provided 
for two such districts, the urban services district and the general services district.  The budget and 
tax levy of the former City of Columbus served as the budget and tax levy for the first urban 
services district  and the budget and tax levy of the former Muscogee County served as the 

                                                 
2 See Article 9, Section 2, Paragraph 6 of the Georgia Constitution authorizing the use of special districts and the 
levy of special taxes and fees for services. 
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budget and tax levy of the general services area of the consolidated government for the 
remainder of the first fiscal year.  

The current charter authorizes one general district and one or more urban districts. The general 
services district is comprised of the total geographic area of Muscogee County.  In addition to 
the countywide general services district, Columbus currently has three urban services districts 
(USD 1, 2, and 4) that provide differing services and levels of service and within which differing 
millage rates are levied.  The creation of additional urban service districts by the Columbus 
council was driven by citizen demand for more services. The primary differences in services 
among the three USD involve police patrols and response times and public transit.  USD1 is the 
largest district covering the central city and receives higher levels of policing and full transit 
services; USD2 is a primarily suburban area with a somewhat reduced police presence and 
correspondingly longer response times and receives no scheduled transit service; USD4 is 
located in the southern area of the county and receives similar levels of police services as in 
USD2 and it receives transit service primarily in the form of bus service to Fort Benning. 

Millage Limits and Property Taxes 

At the time of consolidation, Columbus was subject to a millage rate limit of 18 mills; this limit 
was further reduced to 9 mills in 1983 upon the enactment of a local option sales and use tax 
(LOST).  The millage cap does not include millage levied for debt service, Medical Center 
appropriation, mass transit, higher levels of police patrol, road paving, or stormwater.  Prior to 
the millage rollback that accompanied the second LOST, the tax rate in USD1 was 17.91 mills, 
in USD2 the rate was 13 mills, and in USD4 the tax rate was 12 mills.  In addition to the millage 
cap, all homestead property in Columbus is subject to a freeze on the assessed value of the 
property for as long as the homeowner owns and resides in the property.  

The state local option sales tax law (LOST)was amended in 2004 to allow a consolidated 
government with an assessment freeze to adopt a second LOST.  Since Columbus is the only 
consolidated government in Georgia with an assessment freeze, by its terms this statute applies 
only to Columbus.  The voters approved imposition of the second LOST in 2008 with 70 percent 
of funding dedicated to public safety and 30 percent dedicated to infrastructure.  This second 
LOST also contained a tax rollback requirement and the millage rate was reduced to 10.62 in 
USD1, 7.06 in USD2, and 5.82 in USD4.   As a result of the millage cap, the homestead 
assessment freeze, and the ability to levy two LOST, Columbus receives almost as much revenue 
from the sales and use tax (27 percent) as it receives from the property tax (29 percent). 

Allocation of Debt 

The charter mandated creation of debt service funds for the general services district and each 
urban service district created by the council.  General obligation debt of Muscogee County was 
allocated to the debt service fund for the general services district. General obligation debt issued 
by the City of Columbus, with certain specified exceptions, was allocated to the general services 
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district and the charter provided that “it is hereby found and determined that all such bonds were 
issued to finance all or part of the cost of improvements or properties which render services or 
benefits to all or substantially all of the inhabitants of the general services district.”  Principal 
and interest on all such general obligation bonds was to be paid from ad valorem taxes or other 
revenues collected within the territorial limits of the consolidated government.  

Certain bonds issued by the City of Columbus for specified purposes and amounts were allocated 
to the initial urban services district.  Bonds issued by the City of Columbus after filing of the 
charter or authorized but unissued were allocated either to the general services district or any of 
the urban services districts consistent with the allocation of functions between the general and 
urban services districts.  The council was given authority to determine the manner and amount of 
such allocations. 

Law Enforcement 

The consolidation charter established a department of public safety that included divisions of 
police, fire, and rehabilitation and detention under the supervision and control of a public safety 
director. This position was nominated by the mayor and confirmed by a majority of the council.  
At the time of consolidation, there was a city police department, the county sheriff, and the 
county marshal’s office. The city police department provided all police services within the City 
of Columbus. The sheriff’s office operated the county jail, provided security in the superior 
court, and conducted patrol and investigative services in the unincorporated area. The county 
marshal’s office, having concurrent jurisdiction with the sheriff throughout the county, provided 
security to the municipal court, served civil and criminal process, and was authorized to conduct 
policing.   

The charter limits the sheriff to those duties specified in the state constitution (jail and courts) 
except that he or she was authorized to maintain a crime prevention unit.  The sheriff did not 
oppose the charter and this aspect of law enforcement was not a major factor in the vote on 
consolidation.  However, the current city manager noted that over time different sheriffs and 
marshals have occasionally sought to expand the services they provide.  The council’s only 
control over the sheriff is in the funding provided, as it is unable to prohibit the sheriff from 
conducting patrol and investigative services.  The manager indicated that provision of additional 
patrol and investigative services by the sheriff and the marshal are positively viewed as 
supplemental to the police department, rather than duplication.  

The Columbus Mayor is designated as the director of public safety under the current charter and 
is authorized to appoint division heads.  While it appears that the mayor and council are satisfied 
with this structure, conventional wisdom suggests that direct management of the police 
department by elected officials may unnecessarily politicize law enforcement.  One could argue 
that supervision of the police by a professional city manager may make political intervention less 
likely.   
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Employees 

All existing full-time employees of the county and the city were protected by the consolidation 
charter.  The charter designated those employees of the former city and council as employees of 
the new government immediately upon its inception and made them members of the new 
government’s merit system.  Most significantly, the charter provided that no permanent full-time 
employee of the city or the county would suffer any diminution of compensation resulting from 
the adoption of the charter.  The charter required the preparation of a classification and pay plan 
for all positions in the classified service. Pension rights of all employees under their existing 
systems were protected and a new system was created for employees hired after consolidation.   

Impact of Consolidation 

Columbus has now been consolidated for four decades and there does not appear to be any 
interest among elected or appointed officials, city employees, or private citizens in returning to 
two separate governments.  A 1980 local Constitutional amendment required establishment of a 
charter review commission in January 1981 and at ten-year intervals for review of the 
consolidated government.  The fourth charter review commission is currently engaged in this 
process.  None of the prior charter review efforts have produced any recommendations for 
significant change in the governmental structure.  The charter commission achieved the goals set 
by those community and political leaders who championed consolidation: eliminating inter-
governmental competition and conflict, increasing efficiency, economic development, and 
allowing election of African-American candidates. 

Interviews with persons involved with the 1970 consolidation effort as well as current officials 
revealed several benefits of consolidation.  The universally-recognized positive outcome was 
elimination of conflicts and competition between the governments and creation of one 
government responsible and accountable to all its residents.  Columbus benefits from being 
legally both a city and a county and is a member of both the Association County Commissioners 
of Georgia (ACCG) and the Georgia Municipal Association (GMA).  As a city, the consolidated 
government is able to collect franchise fees from utility providers jurisdiction-wide.  Prior to 
consolidation, the two local governments often found themselves competing for the same 
decreasing tax dollar.  Establishment of one government allows for creation of a single 
legislative agenda. The government can speak with one voice in economic development and reap 
all the benefits of such development.   The resources and abilities of both the city and county are 
available to address community challenges.  An example of the consolidated government’s 
success in responding to changing economic and business conditions is its transformation from a 
community reliant on heavy industry to one with a strong financial services economy.  Planning 
and growth is another area where functioning as one government has been beneficial.   

Officials admit that it can be difficult to quantify cost savings resulting from consolidation.  It is 
undeniable that the transition from two governments to one necessarily involves significant 
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initial costs; examples of transition costs include equalizing salaries and benefits and integrating 
financial systems.  However, there are small but significant savings to be found in consolidation.  
A comparison with Albany and Dougherty County, a nearby county with a similar population 
that has extensive functional consolidation, reveals that full governmental consolidation can 
produce personnel savings in upper levels of management.  Although the City of Albany and 
Dougherty County share one administration building, between the two they have eight upper 
management positions, with a manager and two deputy managers and a finance director for each 
government.  In contrast, Columbus has only one manager, two deputy managers, and one 
finance director producing a savings of four top positions.  In addition, there are the additional 
less tangible but important benefits that there are no arguments between governments over 
distribution of LOST or over issues of tax equity. 

Lessons Learned from Consolidation 

The composition of the charter commission is a very important aspect of the consolidation 
process.  Selection of members based on their capabilities and strengths with members who 
understand how government works is essential in drafting a charter that will help to achieve the 
desired results.  Inclusion of persons across the entire spectrum of the community on the charter 
commission is important in developing community “buy-in” for consolidation.  Openness is 
crucial in developing support for the idea of consolidation, the process of drafting the charter, 
and “selling” consolidation to the voters.   

Awareness of the community’s advantages and disadvantages is a necessary step in determining 
how to develop new economic development opportunities.  Typically, the city and county have 
very different cultures and citizen expectations but consolidation requires not only a recognition 
of those differences but an acknowledgment of the value of each in order to successfully 
integrate into a single government.   

Avoid creating unrealistic expectations. The consolidation process necessarily creates 
expectations and actual or implied promises as a function of discussing the future of the new 
government.  However, creation of unrealistic expectations of cost savings can significantly 
impact citizen and employee satisfaction with the consolidated government.  As noted earlier, it 
can be difficult to quantify cost savings and they are likely to be achieved only after a period of 
several years with increased expenditures necessary to transition from two governments to a 
single county-wide government.   

Leadership is the crucial factor in the success of a consolidation effort.  Strong, focused 
leadership with a commitment to an open process and the involvement of the entire community 
will increase the likelihood of achieving widespread support for consolidation.  
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Athens-Clarke County, Georgia 

Background 

The City of Athens and Clarke County voted to unify in 1990 under the name of Athens-Clarke 
County, becoming the second consolidated government in the state.  The first effort to 
consolidate began in the mid-1960’s with approval of a local Constitutional amendment in 1966 
and the subsequent creation of a charter commission in 1967.  A referendum was held in 1969 
and passed within the city but failed in the unincorporated area.  In 1971 a second attempt began 
with another local act pursuant to the 1966 local Constitutional amendment. The 1972 
referendum also failed but is interesting because the levels of support and opposition for 
consolidation had changed with support dropping in the city and increasing in the unincorporated 
area of the county.  The third effort, in 1981, established a charter commission based on the 1966 
local Constitutional amendment.  With increased support in both the city and the unincorporated 
area of Clarke County, consolidation received 55% of the city vote but still failed receiving only 
45% of the unincorporated county vote. 

The fourth effort began in 1988 with a grass-roots citizen task force formed to study the issue of 
consolidation. The city council and county commission voted to establish a 15-member charter 
commission with five members appointed by the city council, five by the county commission, 
and five by the citizen task force. None of the members of the charter commission were elected 
officials or employees of the local governments.  In the period between the third and fourth 
consolidation efforts, a new Georgia Constitution had been adopted which changed the 
referendum requirements for consolidation.  Instead of the method used in the three prior 
referenda, the new constitution required that the vote be counted in the city and in the county as a 
whole, including the city. The referendum was approved in August 1990, election of the new 
government occurred in November 1990, and the new government took office January 1, 1991. 

Clarke County is the smallest county by area in the state at approximately 122 square miles.  At 
the time of consolidation, city residents comprised 52% of the population of the county. The 
small size of the county and the fact that the city’s population was a relatively large portion of 
the county both made consolidation beneficial. Slightly less than one-half (47%) of all real 
property in the county is totally exempt from property taxes, including property of The 
University of Georgia, the regional hospital, and the Clarke County Board of Education.  There 
was substantial functional consolidation: the city and county had a combined planning 
commission, planning and zoning department, and building inspection office; the county had 
provided fire service countywide for nearly a decade; the city provided recreation services 
countywide; and there was one water system, one sewer system, and one landfill.  However, 
there was also a widespread perception that the city and county governing bodies did not get 
along and this intergovernmental conflict was a major factor contributing to the fourth 
consolidation effort.  Conflicts were present even in those services that were functionally 
consolidated, with arguments over who paid for what in recreation and fire services, water rates 
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that were two and one-half times higher outside the city limits, and higher tipping fees at the 
landfill for trucks from the city.  

Prior to consolidation, the City of Athens had a strong mayor form of government with the 
mayor elected at large and a 10 member council with the city divided into five wards with two 
members elected from each ward.  The county established a commission-administrator form of 
government in 1973 and increased the size of the commission from three members to five 
commission members and an administrator.  

There are two small cities that are located wholly (Winterville) or partially (Bogart) within 
Athens-Clarke County.  Winterville and Bogart existed within Clarke County prior to 
consolidation and continue to exist as separate cities.  The unified government has the same legal 
relationship with Winterville and Bogart as Clarke County had with Winterville and Bogart prior 
to consolidation.  Residents of Winterville and Bogart receive services from the unified 
government’s general service district and pay Athens-Clarke County taxes as well as their city 
taxes. Since Athens-Clarke County is both a city and a county and one city may not annex into 
the jurisdiction of another city, Winterville and Bogart are limited, within Clarke County, to the 
boundaries that they had with Clarke County prior to the Athens-Clarke consolidation.  

Consolidation Process 

The Athens-Clarke consolidation, unlike earlier unsuccessful efforts, did not originate with either 
of the local elected governing bodies.  A citizen task force met in 1988 to examine issues related 
to the future of Athens and Clarke County. That group formed a government reorganization 
committee to examine consolidation.  In the summer of 1989, the city and county approved a 
resolution creating a charter commission with five members appointed by the city, five by the 
county, and five by the task force.  In order to emphasize that the proposal would unify the 
governments and to remove the negative connotations that had attached to the term 
“consolidation” from three previous failed attempts, the charter commission chose to use the 
term “unification” in drafting the charter.  Although the state constitution uses the term 
“consolidation” there does not appear to be any legal difference between the two terms and each 
has been used in subsequent efforts in other communities.   

This charter commission met for approximately one year studying the advantages and 
disadvantages of consolidation and drafting a charter to unify Athens and Clarke County.  All 
meetings of the charter commission were open to the public and input was sought from all 
segments of the population.  Consolidation supporters compiled the charter in a newspaper 
format and delivered it door to door so that every citizen would have access to the document 
before voting.  Promotion of the consolidation charter was supported financially by the chamber 
of commerce, the Athens Banner-Herald, and major banks.  The co-chair of the charter 
commission was an African-American professor at the University of Georgia Law School and 
consolidation was supported by the African-American community.  In addition, the elected city 
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council and county commission did not actively oppose the consolidation, believing that it would 
fail as had earlier efforts. 

The charter was submitted to the legislative delegation for enactment as a local act in the regular 
1990 session of the General Assembly.  After receiving U.S. Justice Department approval, the 
referendum was approved by the voters of Athens and Clarke County on August 7, 1990.  In the 
special election held on November 2, 1990, there were 34 candidates for the 10 Commissioner 
seats and Chief Elected Officer.   The first elected body of the new government took office and 
the charter of the Unified Government of Athens-Clarke County became effective on January 1, 
1991.  The charter established a transition team upon the approval of consolidation and provided 
that the newly elected governing body would assume limited powers to plan for the new 
government immediately upon their election. 

Consolidation Charter 

Form of Government, Size, Manner of Election 

Athens-Clarke County has a mayor-commission-county manager form of government, a hybrid 
between the mayor-council and the commission-manager forms.  Originally, the charter provided 
for a Chief Elected Officer (CEO).  However, in 2000 the charter was amended to rename the 
position of CEO as mayor.  The mayor is elected by the voters from the county at large and is 
limited to two consecutive four-year terms of office. Eight members of the commission are 
elected from single-member districts and two are elected from so-called “super” districts.  Each 
super district is formed from four of the single-member districts.  This was a compromise that 
approximated the system that existed in the City of Athens prior to consolidation.  The 10 
commissioners are elected in nonpartisan elections for staggered, four-year terms.  The original 
charter drafted by the charter commission provided for nonpartisan elections, but the charter was 
changed during the legislative process to required partisan elections.  A 2003 amendment to the 
charter implemented nonpartisan elections beginning with the 2004 elections.  

Powers and Duties 

The legislative power of the unified government is vested in the 10 member commission.   The 
policy-making authority of the commission includes adoption of ordinances and resolutions, 
override of the mayor’s veto, and adoption and amendment of the annual operating and capital 
budgets and capital improvement programs. The commission may also approve or reject the 
mayor’s recommendations for appointments of the manager, attorney, and auditor and may 
remove those appointed officials from office.   

Executive authority is vested in the mayor who serves as the official spokesperson of the 
government, recommends the annual budgets and capital improvement program, and may 
approve or veto ordinances or resolutions of the commission.  The mayor sets the agenda for 
commission meetings, with input from the manager and members of the commission and 
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presides at commission meetings, but may only vote in the case of a tie.  The mayor may also 
call special meetings of the commission.  The mayor must approve or veto every ordinance or 
resolution within 10 days of their submission.  The mayor initiates the process of searching for 
candidates for the position of manager, attorney, and auditor and recommends candidates for 
those positions to the commission. 

The manager is recommended by the mayor and requires confirmation by a majority of the 
commission for a two year term which may be renewed.  The manager is responsible for 
management of the departments of the unified government and appointment and removal of 
department heads.  The manager prepares the budgets and capital improvement program to the 
mayor for approval. The manager is also required to keep the commission informed of the 
financial condition and needs of the government.  The manager is also responsible for 
prescribing and implementing standards of administration, management, operating practices and 
procedures to be followed by all officers, departments, boards, authorities, and agencies subject 
to the manager’s supervision. 

Policy Issues 

Tax and Service Districts 

Governmental consolidations commonly involve pre-existing differences in types or levels of 
services between the city and the county.  The use of service districts allows for these differences 
to be continued after consolidation with taxes and fees levied in direct proportion to the services 
provided within each district.  The three consolidated governments reviewed in this report each 
have at least two service districts. Typically, the general service district extends throughout the 
geographic area of the county and the urban service district or districts correspond to a smaller 
area such as the corporate limits of the former city. 

The Athens-Clarke County charter provides for a general service district, and an urban service 
district and taxes and other assessments shall be assessed, levied, and collected in accord with 
the kind and degree of services actually provided in those districts.  The charter also authorized 
the commission to establish additional special service areas.  The primary pre-existing service 
difference in Athens and Clarke County was collection of solid waste.  The City of Athens 
provided this service within its boundaries and the majority of the cost of the service was 
subsidized from the city’s general fund.  Post consolidation, the government used the taxing 
authority of the urban service district to make up the difference with an increased millage rate for 
the first year. Then the government went to a volume-based full fee system and eliminated the 
extra millage rate within the urban district.  In the unincorporated area of the county, the county 
did not provide this service and individuals contracted with private haulers.  After consolidation, 
the unified government continued to provide service within the area that was the former city but 
the cost of collection was billed on residential water bills.  Residents in the unincorporated area 
continued to contract with private companies. 
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Allocation of Debt 

General obligation debt of Clarke County was allocated to the general service district of the new 
unified government.  Debt of the City of Athens was allocated to the urban service district. Any 
bonds authorized but unissued prior to the effective date of the charter were to be allocated to the 
same service area as debt which had been issued. 

Law Enforcement 

The City of Athens and Clarke County each had a police department operating within its 
jurisdiction prior to consolidation.  These departments were merged under the unified 
government.  The communications division of the Athens-Clarke police department was 
established when the city and county dispatch centers were combined and it now receives and 
dispatches citizens’ calls for emergency services to the unified government’s police department, 
fire department, and sheriff’s office, and the Winterville police and fire departments  

The charter states that the sheriff is responsible for the operation of the jail, transport of 
prisoners, service of civil and criminal process, and other duties being provided by the sheriff on 
the date the charter became effective.  Providing security to all of the courts in Athens-Clarke 
County is among the other duties provided by the sheriff at the time of consolidation.  The sheriff 
was not providing policing services such as patrol and investigation to the county at the time of 
consolidation and does not now provide such services. 

Employees 

The charter unifying Athens and Clarke County was very generous to employees of the former 
governments.  All full-time employees of the city and the county were made employees of the 
unified government immediately upon its inception.  For the first 18 months following 
consolidation, the unified government was limited to the total number of employees of the city 
and the county on the date of consolidation.  Elimination of duplication of functions was to be 
addressed through attrition and reassignment of employees.  No permanent, full-time employee 
of either government was to suffer any reduction of compensation as a result of unification and 
compensation was defined to include salary, insurance and retirement benefits, annual and sick 
leave, and rights provided by a merit system.  The charter mandated that the new government 
would begin implementation of a plan to ensure equalization of employee compensation by the 
end of the fourth year of unification.  Pension rights of all pre-existing employees were protected 
and a new system was created for all employees hired after consolidation. 

Impact of Consolidation 

Athens-Clarke County has now been consolidated for two decades and employees and residents 
appear to be generally satisfied with the functioning of the unified government.  A recognized 
benefit of consolidation was elimination of conflicts between the city and county governments 
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with the creation of a single countywide government.  Athens-Clarke County reaps several 
benefits from being legally both a county and a city.  As a city, the consolidated government is 
able to collect franchise fees from utility providers jurisdiction-wide.  In fact, Athens-Clarke 
County was the government that established this precedent in a case decided by the Georgia 
Supreme Court.   The unified government is a member of both the Association of County 
Commissioners of Georgia (ACCG) and the Georgia Municipal Association (GMA) and has 
successfully pursued legislation applicable only to consolidated governments.3 

It can be difficult to quantify cost savings resulting from consolidation.  Initial transition costs, 
particularly equalizing salaries and benefits of the two governments, can be substantial.  The 
police departments in Athens and Clarke County not only had very different internal cultures, 
they had very different pay scales and benefits.  The charter prohibition against reducing any 
employee’s compensation essentially required that the new government adopt the best benefit 
offered by either of the previous governments.  The unified government conducted several 
classification and compensation studies during the 1990’s following consolidation.  It was a 
massive effort over several years to equalize salaries throughout the government but law 
enforcement was among the most difficult.  The unified government lost some very good 
employees over the years that it took to achieve equalization, some accepted the early retirement 
offered to senior employees while others, frustrated with the pace of change, accepted positions 
with other local governments.  Today, while the trend nationally in health care is a 10-12% 
increase in costs, Athens-Clarke County has reduced its employee health care costs by 4% 
through implementation of a wellness program that is nationally recognized. 

Elimination of duplication of functions was to be addressed through attrition and reassignment of 
employees.  Limited reductions in staff occurred as a result of consolidation in Athens-Clarke 
County, not only due to the employee protections contained in the charter but also because there 
was very little duplication of services at the time of consolidation.  Most personnel savings 
resulted from attrition rather than elimination of positions.  At the time of consolidation, there 
were approximately 1400 employees and twenty-one years later the unified government has 1578 
employees budgeted, including employees to staff two new fire stations and a larger jail.   

The charter mandated periodic review by a citizen overview commission of the extent to which 
the unified government has achieved the original goals and objectives of unification, 
performance of the unified government, and extent to which additional programs are needed.  
Recommendations of charter review commissions include modifying the allocation of power 
between the mayor and manager in order to give the mayor authority to direct the manager’s 
implementation of policy, designating the position of mayor as full-time, increasing salaries of 
elected officials, establishing the position of clerk of commission, and increasing employee 
training to improve customer service.   

                                                 
3 O.C.G.A. §48-8-111.1.  Consolidated governments may levy a SPLOST for an indefinite period of time if in 
conjunction with issuance of general obligation debt to fund the same list of projects. 
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The issue of the power of the elected body in relation to the staff continues to be an ongoing 
concern and was mentioned in interviews with elected officials. The position of mayor is now 
full-time, salaries of the mayor and commission have been increased, and the position of clerk of 
commission was formally established.  The goal of providing water and sewer service throughout 
the county has not been entirely implemented though the commission has created a plan for 
extension of this service throughout the county.  Studies have confirmed that the unified 
government is more efficient overall with real per capita expenditures of the unified government 
decreasing over the projected expenses of the previous city and county for some services and 
functions.  Another promise of unification was that a merged police department would be more 
effective and would produce a safer community.  However, data is mixed – there is some 
evidence that unification delivered on the promise of more effective law enforcement but it’s not 
possible to determine whether unification was the variable that produced declines seen in crime 
rates following unification. 

The promise of economic development and the attraction of new business as a result of 
establishing a single “one stop shop” government has mixed results.  Interviews indicated that 
some new business has been attracted to Athens-Clarke County but also that unification has not 
addressed the implied promise that unification would improve income and employment of 
residents.  The relative slowness of income and job growth has been attributed to the impact of 
the University of Georgia on the local economy.  The presence of the university gives local 
employers ready access to a well-educated workforce with supply exceeding demand.  

An unfulfilled promise of consolidation was increased African-American representation on the 
unified government commission. Originally, two single-member districts were drawn to be 
majority-minority districts and one minority-influenced district where African Americans would 
play a big role.  However population shifts have resulted in a single majority-minority district 
and one minority-influenced district.   The super districts are currently a source of controversy in 
Athens-Clarke as the commission is being redistricted following the 2010 census. 

Lessons Learned from Consolidation 

Citizen involvement was a crucial factor in the consolidation process in Athens-Clarke County.  
Following three unsuccessful attempts by the two governments to consolidate, the final effort 
was driven by the community rather than elected officials.  Consolidation supporters presented a 
well-organized campaign while those against consolidation presented only a token, last minute 
opposition.   

Get ahead of the curve as much as possible.  City and county transition teams should begin to 
meet immediately following voter approval of consolidation to map out what will need to be 
done and how to consolidate services and departments.  Recognize that there will be substantial 
transition costs and examine areas where those costs can be gradually phased in, such as 
repainting of police cars to spread costs over an extended period.   
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Avoid creating unrealistic expectations.  Promises are an inevitable aspect of consolidation but 
clear communication by the charter commission can help to reduce unrealistic expectations and 
positively impact citizen and employee satisfaction with the consolidation process and new 
government.  

 

Augusta, Georgia 

Background 

The third city-county consolidation in Georgia occurred between the City of Augusta and 
Richmond County in 1995.  A previous consolidation effort was approved by the voters in 1989 
but that charter was voided because the referendum was conducted without obtaining the 
necessary preclearance of the election change from the U.S. Justice Department.   In total the 
issue of consolidation has been brought to the Richmond County voters five times: in 1971, 
1974, 1976, 1988, and 1995. 

The primary issue prompting the 1995 consolidation was the financial dire straits of the City of 
Augusta.  Cities are prohibited from declaring bankruptcy under Georgia law.  Consolidation of 
the fiscally desperate Augusta and the fiscally sound Richmond County was the only effective 
resolution of Augusta’s fiscal woes. However, in order to “sell” the consolidation to county 
voters, significant financial savings were promised to result from consolidation of the city and 
county. 

Consolidation Process 

Consolidation in Augusta-Richmond County was accomplished by a local legislative act with 
little or no direct input by local elected officials or community leaders.  The pressing nature of 
Augusta’s fiscal status necessitated that the process of creating a consolidated government be 
accomplished as quickly as legally possible.  Thus, the entire process of drafting the 
consolidation charter occurred during the 1995 legislative session, in approximately three 
months.  This timetable allowed the charter to be submitted to the Justice Department for 
preclearance, conduct of a referendum, and, if approved, installation of a new government within 
a year.  

It should be noted that the consolidation charter contained numerous provisions for inclusion of 
the city of Hephzibah in the consolidation that would only be triggered if the voters of 
Hephzibah approved the repeal of that city’s charter and consolidation with Augusta and 
Richmond County.  The voters of Hephzibah did not approve consolidation and it continues as a 
separate city within the boundaries of the consolidated government of Augusta.  This analysis 
excludes review of each individual provision that references Hephzibah since those provisions of 
the charter were not triggered.  Blythe, another small city located within Richmond County, 
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chose not to be included in the vote on consolidation and it also continues as a separate city 
within the boundaries of the consolidated government.   

Consolidation Charter 

Form of Government, Size, Manner of Election 

The charter created by the legislative delegation established an elected governing body filled 
with hyphenated names reflecting that the new government was a combination of the city and 
county.  The board of commissioners was designated as the Augusta-Richmond County 
Commission-Council, also referred to as the commission-council. The chief executive officer 
was designated as the chairperson-mayor, the vice chairperson-mayor pro tempore was chosen 
from among the board, and the other members of the board were referred to as commissioners-
councilpersons. This dual hyphenated naming system proved awkward in daily use and a home 
rule amendment to the charter in 1996 changed the designations to board of commissioners and 
commissioner, mayor, and mayor pro tempore.  In 1997, the charter was amended by local act to 
change the official name of the consolidated government to Augusta, Georgia. 

Augusta has a mayor-commission-administrator form of government, a hybrid of the mayor-
council and the commission-administrator forms.  The board of commissioners is composed of 
10 commissioners elected from eight single-member districts and two super districts for 
staggered four-year terms of office. Each super district is formed from four of the single-member 
districts. Elections are by a plurality, are nonpartisan, and both the mayor and the commissioners 
are limited to two consecutive full four-year terms of office.   

Powers and Duties 

The commission possesses the legislative and policy-making authority of the consolidated 
government.  The mayor is a member of the commission but votes only to make or break a tie 
and has no power to veto ordinances or resolutions or other actions of the commission. The 
mayor presides at commission meetings and serves as the official and ceremonial head of the 
commission.  The commission appoints and removes the county attorney, clerk of the 
commission, the equal opportunity officer, and the internal auditor. 

The original charter did not provide for a manager or administrator but the commission 
subsequently created the position of administrator by ordinance.  The mayor nominates and the 
commission appoints the administrator.  Responsibilities of the administrator include day-to-day 
supervision of departments, recommending all department heads for appointment or removal by 
the commission, and preparation of the annual budget for submission to the mayor and 
commission.  The manager is responsible for reporting on the finances, administration, and 
operations of the government and providing general liaison between the mayor, council, and all 
departments, boards, and employees of the government. 
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Policy Issues 

Tax and Service Districts 

Governmental consolidations commonly involve pre-existing differences in types or levels of 
services between the city and the county.  The use of service districts allows for these differences 
to be continued after consolidation with taxes and fees levied in direct proportion to the services 
provided within each district.  The three consolidated governments reviewed in this report each 
have at least two service districts. Typically, the general service district extends throughout the 
geographic area of the county and the urban service district or districts correspond to a smaller 
area such as the corporate limits of the former city.  

The Augusta charter established an urban services district composed of the area of the former 
City of Augusta and a suburban services district that corresponded to all areas of Richmond 
County not within the corporate limits of the City of Augusta, including those areas of the Cities 
of Hephzibah and Blythe.  There are separate millage rates for the two districts and no changes 
have been made to the two service districts since enactment of the charter.  Fees are assessed and 
collected for additional services such as solid waste collection, fire protection, and street lights.  

Allocation of Debt 

Bonded indebtedness of the City of Augusta was allocated to the urban service district by the 
charter.  Debt of Richmond County was allocated to the entire new consolidated government, not 
simply the suburban service district. 

Law Enforcement 

Prior to consolidation, the City of Augusta had a municipal police department and the sheriff 
provided all policing in the unincorporated area of Richmond County.  The consolidation charter 
established the sheriff as the chief law enforcement officer of Richmond County and provided 
that the sheriff would perform his or her constitutional and statutory duties countywide.  The 
Augusta police department was abolished and the sheriff was authorized to use the facilities, 
equipment, vehicles, records, and personnel of the former police department as he or she deemed 
necessary to protect the citizens of Richmond County.   

Augusta is the only one of the three large consolidated governments that utilizes the sheriff as the 
chief law enforcement officer.   Generally, elected county governing bodies have very little 
control over the elected sheriff who is a constitutional officer.  Virtually the only authority the 
commission may exercise over the sheriff is in funding the sheriff’s budget.  The commission 
may not dictate the style of policing or how the budget is spent and unless sheriff’s personnel 
have been placed under the county’s merit system they are not county employees.  In Augusta, 
the sheriff’s budget accounts for approximately 43% of the entire budget of Augusta.   

Employees 
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The consolidation charter provided some protections to existing employees, stating that 
consolidation should not result in or be implemented to result in the termination of any employee 
of Richmond County or the City of Augusta. However, the charter also provided that this did not 
create any right to continued employment or create an employment contract that did not exist 
prior to consolidation.  Although the charter was silent regarding employee pensions, it is 
generally not permissible to diminish employee rights in public retirement systems.  The charter 
also included language mandating reorganization of all departments and those persons previously 
holding the position of department head within the former city or county would be permitted to 
reapply for the successor position. 

Impact of Consolidation 

Augusta has now been a consolidated government for a little over 15 years.  Consolidation has 
resulted in some major benefits, eliminating the conflicts between the city and county governing 
bodies.  Although it is somewhat difficult to quantify cost savings from consolidation, Augusta 
has been able to maintain its ad valorem tax levels without increase for the previous four years 
while adding $1 billion dollars of infrastructure in the past 10 years including a new library, 12 
new fire stations, and a new convention center at the Riverwalk.  The consolidated government 
appears to be more efficient than the prior city or county and the single government speaks for 
the entire county.  Augusta is also the center of its economic region and appears to have a good 
relationship with the cities of Blythe and Hephzibah and generally with surrounding counties and 
the leadership of Fort Gordon.  

However, interviews with officials in Augusta reveal that consolidation has not been a panacea.  
Elimination of conflicts between governments has to some extent been replaced by internal 
dissention on the commission.  Some difficulties have arisen in creating unity and a common 
vision due to commissioners being split between urban and rural interests.    

Lessons Learned from Consolidation 

The consolidation charter created by the Richmond County legislative delegation was silent on 
several issues and lacked the specificity of the charters in other consolidations.  This has led to a 
fair number of amendments to address aspects that were not addressed in the original charter. 
These omissions may be attributable to the lack of input by local elected, business, and 
community leaders as well as by the extremely short time frame within which the charter was 
drafted.  Openness and inclusivity are generally recognized as important aspects of drafting a 
charter that will achieve the desired results and in developing voter acceptance of consolidation. 

Avoid creating unrealistic expectations.  Promises were apparently made to residents of the 
unincorporated county to gain support for consolidation which have not been completely 
fulfilled.  The Augusta charter does not require a periodic review of the government, its 
functioning, and issues that may have arisen since consolidation.  While not required by law, 



 

21 
 

such a provision is another means for increasing citizen involvement, determining citizen 
satisfaction, and planning future steps by the consolidated government.   

Conclusions 

Each of the three large consolidated governments examined in this report faced similar policy 
issues in the process of merging the city and county.  These include  

 the form, size, and manner of electing the governing body of the new government, 

 whether to place responsibility for law enforcement in the elected county sheriff or in an 
appointed police chief answerable to the elected governing body,  

 the use of tax and service districts for the provision of different types of services and/or 
different levels of service and the ability to fairly and equitably fund those services, 

 the allocation of bonded indebtedness incurred by the former city and county so that 
citizens are only responsible for debt that they voted to undertake,  

 the extent to which jobs, salaries, and benefits of employees of the former city and county 
should be protected from adverse impacts resulting from consolidation, and 

 the establishment of some method for the government to periodically review its 
functioning to determine if it is meeting the goals of consolidation and expectations of its 
citizens. 

Although each of these governments faced similar issues, Georgia law allowed flexibility to 
create solutions that fit the needs of the individual community.  Interestingly, some of the 
decisions made for each of those governments are surprisingly similar (each has a mayor and a 
board of 10 members) while others are very different (protections afforded employees of former 
governments).  See Appendix A: A Comparison of Georgia’s Three Largest Consolidated 
Governments 

Options 

The legislative delegation of Bibb County has determined that it will pursue consolidation of the 
City of Macon and Bibb County in the upcoming 2012 legislative session.   Thus, this report 
only reviews options for full governmental consolidation and does not examine the options of 
taking no action or pursuing only functional consolidation.   

Governmental Structure Considerations 

The key decisions in establishing the form of government are  

1) the size of the government: the number of districts and whether districts will be single-
member, at-large, or some combination 

2) manner of election: partisan or nonpartisan  
3) staggered or concurrent terms 
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4) whether to impose term limits on the mayor and commission 
5) power and authority granted to the legislative body (commission) 
6) power and authority of the executive (mayor): what is the status and relationship of this 

official vis-à-vis the commission 
7) whether to have an administrator or manager and the powers and responsibilities method 

of selection of this official 

Law Enforcement Structure 

How to structure law enforcement in a consolidated government is a key issue to be addressed in 
the charter.  State law requires a referendum for the creation of a countywide police department 
if one does not currently exist.  The charter referendum can function as the referendum for 
creation of a police department if desired.  The charter may 

1) designate the elected county sheriff as the chief law enforcement officer of the county 
and abolish any existing city and/or county police department, or 

2) designate an appointed police chief as the chief law enforcement officer and the sheriff 
will provide only the constitutionally required  functions of the office 

Tax and Service Districts 

Tax and service districts serve two purposes in a consolidated government.  First, it is necessary 
to have a tax district at the inception of the consolidation in order to allocate bonded 
indebtedness of the former governments, at least until such debt is repaid.  Second, ongoing tax 
and service districts are desirable in order to fairly and equitably fund different types and levels 
of services.  Without the ability to provide and fund different services and levels of service, it is 
highly likely that the consolidated government will be forced to reduce services and/or increase 
taxes in order to equalize services and costs across the entire jurisdiction.   

Generally, a consolidation charter provides for  

1) a general service district that encompasses the entire county:  debt incurred by the former 
county is assigned to this district and services provided for the benefit of all are funded 
from taxes and fees assessed and collected in this district 

2) an urban service district that is comprised of the area of the former city: debt incurred by 
the former city is assigned to this district and services provided primarily for the benefit 
of those living in that area are funded from taxes and fees assessed and collected in this 
district 

Protection of Employee Jobs, Salaries, and Benefits 

Georgia is a right to work state and there is no requirement that a consolidation guarantee any 
employee’s job.  Charters generally provide that employee salaries and benefits will be equalized 
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following consolidation over a specified period.  Employee pension rights are protected by the 
constitutional prohibition against impairment of contracts.   

However, some additional protections for employees of the city and county may be politically 
beneficial since employees and their friends and family may be voters considering whether to 
support the consolidation.  With regard to other job benefits, the charter may 

1) remain silent and not offer any specific job protections to employees 
2) provide that employees will not lose their jobs as a result of consolidation 
3) provide that employees’ job benefits will not be reduced as a result of consolidation 
4) provide some lesser level of job and benefit protection 

Charter Review Process 

The governments of Columbus and Athens-Clarke County each require the appointment of 
periodic citizen review commissions to examine the functioning of the consolidated government.  
The establishment of this type of review is not required by any state law but does tend to enhance 
citizen perception of the consolidation process and the ongoing government.  Such a review can 
also be very beneficial to the elected governing body in determining if it is meeting the goals of 
consolidation and is providing the services expected by its citizens.   Aspects of the review 
process include 

1) how frequently the review occurs:  at least every decade is the norm 
2) how the members of the review commission are selected 
3) the access to government departments, staff, officials, and records granted to the review 

commission 
4) the time period given to the review commission to complete its work 

 

The issues examined in this report are by no means all of the matters that a consolidation charter 
must address but they represent the issues that have been faced by the majority of cities and 
counties during consolidation and the various methods they have used to resolve them.  
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Government Name Columbus Athens-Clarke County Augusta

Form of Government mayor-council-city manager mayor-commission-county manager mayor-commission-administrator

Governing Body Mayor + 10 Councilors Mayor + 10 commissioners Mayor + 10 commissioners

Voting Districts
8 single-member, 2 at-large,
mayor elected at-large

8 single-member, 2 super districts,
mayor elected at-large

8 single-member, 2 super districts, 
mayor elected at-large

Election nonpartisan nonpartisan nonpartisan

Terms 4 years, staggered 4 years, staggered 4 years, staggered

Term Limits mayor - 2 terms mayor - 2 terms 4 mayor and commission - 2 terms

Law Enforcement police chief police chief sheriff

COMPARISON OF GEORGIA'S THREE LARGEST CONSOLIDATED GOVERNMENTS
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