Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Here’s a comparison of the legislative form of government and the county
executive form of government. The information was generated using an Al
tool called Copilot, which provided insights by answering follow-up questions
about the pros and cons of each system. While it may not be a perfect or
definitive analysis, it offers useful perspectives on the advantages and
disadvantages of both forms and how they might align with Sullivan County's
current structure.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Here's a clear, structured comparison of the pros and cons of a legislative form of county government
(no elected executive) versus a county executive form of government, grounded in authoritative sources
and tailored for civic analysis.

Legislative Form vs. County Executive: Key Differences

A legislative-only system centralizes policymaking and administration under the county board,
while a county executive system separates political leadership (executive) from legislative oversight.
The choice affects accountability, efficiency, partisanship, and administrative professionalism.

m 1. Legislative Form of County Government (Board-Centered Model)

(County board holds both legislative authority and most executive/administrative authority.)

&4 Pros

Unified authority reduces conflict

With no separate executive, the board sets policy and oversees administration, reducing inter-
branch disputes.

Greater legislative control over administration

Legislators directly supervise departments or appoint an administrator, keeping policymaking and
implementation closely aligned.

Lower political intensity

No countywide executive race means fewer partisan battles and less concentration of political
power.

Cost-efficient structure

Eliminates the salary, staff, and political infrastructure of an elected executive.

- Cons

Diffuse accountability

When the board collectively manages administration, it can be unclear who is responsible for
failures or successes.

Potential for micromanagement

Legislators may become overly involved in day-to-day operations, reducing administrative
professionalism.

Slower decision-making

Collective leadership can delay action, especially in emergencies or complex operational issues.
Limited executive capacity

Without a single empowered executive, long-term strategic planning may be weaker.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Here is a clean, presentation-ready, color-coded strengths/weaknesses matrix comparing a
Legislative Form of County Government and a County Executive Form of Government, using your
established color system:

° Green = Strength
° Yellow = Mixed / Conditional
B Red = Weakness

This is formatted for archival use, committee packets, and public presentations, consistent with your
workflow.

Color-Coded Strengths/Weaknesses Matrix

Legislative Form vs. County Executive Form of County Government

County Executive Form

Category Legislative Form (Board-Centered) (Separated Powers)

Accountability B Diffuse accountability; responsibility B Clear accountability through a

spread across board members single elected executive
Administrative Depends on strength of appointed B Centralized, professional
. . administrator; risk of micromanagement by administration under an
Professionalism : :
legislators empowered executive
- . . W Faster; executive can act
Decision-Making B Slower; consensus-driven and . .
: decisively, especially in
Speed committee-dependent

emergencies

B Limited internal checks, board holds W Strong separation of powers,
both legislative and executive power veto/override structure

B Higher political conflict;
potential for executive—legislature
gridlock

Checks & Balances

B Lower partisanship; fewer countywide

Political Climat
olitical Climate political battles

B Higher cost; executive office,

Lower cost; no executive office . .
A staff, communications, legal

Cost Structure

infrastructure
: support

Strategic Planning Varies; collective leadership may dilute W8 Stronger long-term planning
Capacity long-term planning under a single executive vision
Responsiveness to Board members respond to districts; no W8 Executive provides a clear,
Public single countywide voice countywide leadership figure
Risk of Power Power dispersed across multiple B Power concentrated in one
Concentration legislators individual, risk of overreach
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Committee-driven governance fits the county’s scale.
Sullivan’s extensive committee system (e.g., Government Services, Public Safety, Planning,
Budgeting) already distributes oversight effectively.

Weaknesses of the Current Model in Sullivan County

Diffuse accountability has been a recurring issue.

When controversies arise (e.g., budget overruns, departmental mismanagement), responsibility is
often unclear because authority is shared.

Legislators’ part-time status limits administrative oversight.

Many legislators have full-time jobs; this constrains their ability to supervise complex departments
like Health & Family Services or Public Works.

Strategic planning is inconsistent.

Long-term initiatives—economic development, housing, broadband, workforce development—can
lose momentum when leadership is distributed.

Operational bottlenecks.

The Legislature’s committee structure can slow responses to crises or cross-departmental issues.

m 2. How a County Executive Model Would Play Out in Sullivan County

Potential Advantages

Clear, countywide leadership.

A single executive could articulate a unified vision for economic development, tourism, housing,
and infrastructure.

Professionalized administration.

Sullivan’s departments—especially Health & Family Services, Public Safety, and Planning—
could benefit from centralized managerial oversight.

Faster crisis response.

During emergencies (flooding, public health events, major infrastructure failures), a single
executive can act more decisively than a committee structure.

Improved intergovernmental coordination.

A county executive could more effectively negotiate with New York State, federal agencies, and
regional partners.

Potential Drawbacks

Higher cost for a county with a modest tax base.

Executive office, staff, communications, and legal support would add recurring expenses.

Risk of political polarization.

A countywide executive race could intensify partisan divides in a county that currently functions
through coalition-building.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Purpose of This Briefing

This briefing provides a clear, accessible comparison of Sullivan County’s current Legislature-centered
form of government and a potential County Executive model. It is designed to support committee
deliberations, charter review discussions, and public education efforts.

I. Overview of Sullivan County’s Current Governance Structure

Sullivan County operates under a 9-member Legislature, each representing approximately 8,400
residents.

The Legislature holds both legislative authority and most executive/administrative authority,
supported by a County Manager and department heads.

Key Characteristics

e Part-time legislators with district-level constituencies
o Committee-driven oversight

e Shared administrative authority

o No single countywide executive leader

This structure emphasizes local representation, fiscal caution, and collaborative decision-making, but
also creates diffuse accountability and slower administrative response.

II. County Executive Model: General Description

Under a County Executive model, voters elect a single countywide executive who holds independent
executive authority.

The Legislature retains lawmaking and oversight powers, while the Executive manages day-to-day
operations.

Key Characteristics

¢ Full-time elected executive

o Centralized administrative authority

e Clear separation of powers

o Legislature shifts to a more traditional legislative/oversight role

This model emphasizes professional administration, unified leadership, and faster decision-making,

but introduces higher costs and greater political intensity.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Dimension Legislative Form (Current) County Executive Model
Leadership Structure  Shared, committee-based Centralized in one executive
Accountability Diffuse Clear, single point
Administrative Capacity Moderate; fragmented Higher; coordinated
Fiscal Impact Lower cost Higher cost
Political Climate Lower conflict Higher conflict
Crisis Response Slower Faster
Strategic Planning Inconsistent Strong, unified
Local Representation  Very strong Moderated by countywide leadership

V. Considerations for Charter Review Committees
Questions for Deliberation

e Does Sullivan County need more centralized leadership to meet long-term challenges?
e Would a County Executive improve accountability and administrative performance?
e How would increased political intensity affect public trust and governance stability?
o Can the county sustain the fiscal cost of an executive office?

o How would the shift affect town-county relations, especially in rural districts?

Potential Hybrid Options
Committees may also explore:

o Strengthening the County Manager role without creating an elected executive
e Clarifying lines of administrative authority within the current system

e Enhancing legislative oversight mechanisms

e Creating statutory performance reporting requirements for departments

VI. Conclusion

Sullivan County’s current legislative model aligns with its localist political culture, fiscal conservatism,
and collaborative governance traditions.

A County Executive model would offer clearer leadership, stronger administration, and faster
decision-making, but at the cost of higher expenses and increased political conflict.

The choice ultimately depends on whether the county prioritizes local representation and stability or
centralized leadership and administrative efficiency.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

o Eliminated,
o Converted to a Chief Administrative Officer, or
o Retained with reduced authority.

B. Budget Process Changes

e The 2029 budget becomes the first prepared by the incoming Executive.
o Legislature adopts new budget review procedures.

C. Political Realignment

o Countywide executive race reshapes political coalitions.

o District-level legislative races become more issue-driven, less administrative.

Phase 3 — January 1, 2029: Day-One Changes
1. Executive Authority Begins
The new County Executive assumes:
e Administrative control of all departments
e Appointment authority for commissioners
e Responsibility for preparing the annual budget
o Power to issue executive orders
o Power to veto legislative resolutions (subject to override)
2. Legislature’s Role Shifts
The Legislature transitions to:
¢ Policy development
e Budget review and amendment
e Oversight hearings
o Confirmation of appointments (if included in charter)
3. Departmental Realignment
Departments begin reporting directly to the Executive, not to committees.
4. Public Communication Changes

The Executive becomes the county’s:

e Chief spokesperson

Compiled by Kenneth Walter with Al help for information.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

This is a major cultural change, not just a structural one.

D. Town—County Relations

Likely changes:

Town supervisors interact primarily with the Executive, not legislators.

Countywide initiatives (EMS, broadband, housing) become more centralized.

Potential friction if towns perceive the Executive as overreaching.

IV. Risks & Opportunities

Opportunities

Unified leadership for economic development
Stronger emergency management

Clear accountability for successes/failures

More professionalized administration

Improved grant-seeking and state/federal coordination

Higher political conflict

Higher cost structure

Concentration of power in one office

Potential turnover of department heads every four years
Cultural mismatch with Sullivan’s localist traditions

V. “If Adopted in 2028, What Does Sullivan County Look Like by 2032?”

Most Likely Outcomes

A more centralized, professional administrative structure

A more visible and politically influential county leader

A Legislature focused on policy, not operations

More competitive countywide elections

Stronger long-term planning capacity

Higher expectations for county performance and responsiveness

Least Likely Outcomes

Compiled by Kenneth Walter with Al help for information.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Sullivan County currently operates under a Legislature-centered model, where nine legislators
collectively hold both legislative and most executive authority.

Some counties in New York use a different structure—one with a separately elected County Executive
who manages day-to-day operations while the Legislature focuses on lawmaking and oversight.

The question before us is whether Sullivan County should explore that model.

I1. What a County Executive Model Means
A County Executive model would create a single, countywide elected leader responsible for:

¢ Managing county departments

o Preparing the annual budget

e Overseeing daily operations

e Coordinating emergency response

e Serving as the county’s chief spokesperson
o Working with state and federal partners

The Legislature would continue to pass laws, approve budgets, and conduct oversight, but would no
longer directly manage administrative operations.

This is a structural shift, not a minor adjustment.

II1. Potential Benefits
Supporters of the County Executive model often point to several potential advantages:

o Clear accountability: One elected official is responsible for county operations.

o More professionalized administration: Centralized management can improve coordination
across departments.

o Faster decision-making: Particularly during emergencies or cross-departmental issues.

o Stronger long-term planning: A single executive can drive multi-year initiatives in areas like
economic development, housing, and infrastructure.

o Improved intergovernmental relations: A countywide executive can more effectively negotiate
with state and federal agencies.

These are meaningful considerations, especially as Sullivan County faces complex challenges.

IV. Potential Drawbacks

At the same time, adopting a County Executive model also carries risks and costs:
Page 15 of 25
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

‘56  We welcome your comments, your concerns, and your ideas.
.67  Thank you for participating in this important conversation about the future of Sullivan County’s
468  government.

469  The floor is now open for public comment.

470
471

472  Below is a clean, structured, Sullivan-County-specific side-by-side comparison of the 1996 Charter
473  Reform and a hypothetical 2028 transition to a County Executive.

474  1t’s formatted for committee packets, public hearings, and archival documentation, with clear

475  contrasts in purpose, process, and impact.

476

477  Side-by-Side Comparison: 1996 Reforms vs. a 2028 Executive Transition

478  Sullivan County Governance Structure: Historical vs. Prospective Change

479
30 | Purpose of the Reform
. . 2028 Executive Transition
Dimension 1996 Charter Reform .
(Hypothetical)
. Correct representation inequities and Centralize executive authority and
Primary Goal ) _ i - . )
modernize administration strengthen administrative capacity
Town-based Board of Supervisors Diffuse accountability, slow
Core Problem L - . . .
created population imbalance and decision-making, and inconsistent
Addressed . . :
fragmented administration long-term planning
Political Broad agreement that the old system Mixed views; debate centers on cost,
Context was outdated power concentration, and cultural fit
. . Mixed; driven by administrative
Public Strong push for equal representation and .
. performance concerns and desire for
Pressure professional management .
clearer leadership
481
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

186 V. Fiscal Impact
Dimension 1996 Reform 2028 Executive Transition
Neutral to modest increase Higher recurring costs (executive office,
Cost Structure i
(manager salary + staff) staff, communications, legal)
Legislature + Manager Executive prepares budget; Legislature
Budget Process )
collaborate reviews/amends
Long-Term Fiscal ) . Stronger, more unified capital and strategic
. Improved but inconsistent .
Planning planning
487
488 V. Political Culture & Representation
Dimension 1996 Reform 2028 Executive Transition
Representation Shifted from town-based to Retains districts; adds countywide
Model equal-population districts executive race
- . Reduced town-county conflict; Potential increase in partisanship and
Political Climate . . . N
moderate partisanship political polarization
. . Moderate; Legislature seen as Higher expectations for visible,
Public Expectations . . . )
collective leadership decisive leadership
Town-County Improved coordination through Could centralize authority; towns may
Relations Legislature feel diminished
489
490 VI.Implementation Timeline
Dimension 1996 Reform 2028 Executive Transition
Referendum Year 1994 2027 (hypothetical)
Transition Period 1994-1995 2028
Effective Date January 1, 1996 January 1, 2029
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

“06 It is written in a neutral, accessible, and authoritative tone, suitable for public meetings, livestreams,
007  and committee packets.

508

509 Q&A Sheet for Public Hearings

510  Topic: Considering a County Executive Form of Government in Sullivan County

511

512 1. Why is Sullivan County discussing a County Executive model now?

513  Residents and officials have raised questions about accountability, administrative performance,
514  long-term planning, and crisis response.

515 A County Executive model is one option for addressing these concerns.
516  This hearing is part of a fact-finding and public-input process, not a decision.

517
518 2. Would adopting a County Executive eliminate the Legislature?

“19 No.
.20 The Legislature would remain the county’s lawmaking body, responsible for:

521 o Passing local laws
522 e Approving budgets
523 e Conducting oversight
524 o Representing districts

525  The change affects executive authority, not legislative representation.

526

527 3. What would a County Executive actually do?

528 A County Executive would serve as the full-time, countywide elected leader responsible for:

529 e Managing county departments

530 e Preparing the annual budget

531 e Overseeing daily operations

532 o Coordinating emergency response

583 o Serving as the county’s chief spokesperson
534 o Working with state and federal partners

.35  This centralizes administrative authority in one office.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

Possibly.
A countywide executive race can:

e Increase partisanship
e Heighten political visibility

o Create executive—legislature disagreements

Some counties experience more political conflict; others see improved leadership.
The impact depends on local political culture.

8. How would this affect town—county relations?

A County Executive becomes the primary point of contact for town supervisors.
This can:

e Improve coordination on countywide initiatives
e Streamline communication

o Create tension if towns feel authority is shifting upward

The effect varies by county and leadership style.

9. Would department heads change every four years?

Possibly.
A County Executive typically has appointment and removal authority, which can lead to:

e More alignment between departments and executive priorities
e More turnover during transitions

Some charters require legislative confirmation to balance stability and accountability.

10. How would the budget process change?
The County Executive would:

o Prepare the annual budget

e Submit it to the Legislature

e Implement the adopted budget

The Legislature would retain authority to amend and approve the budget.
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Legislative Form vs. County Executive

¢ Cultural mismatch with Sullivan’s localist traditions
e Potential disruption during transition

15. What is the Legislature’s role in this process?
The Legislature’s responsibilities include:
e Reviewing governance options
e Holding public hearings
e Drafting or revising charter language
e Deciding whether to place a referendum on the ballot

e Ensuring transparency and public engagement

Ultimately, voters decide whether to adopt the model.
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