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County Lines
by David Bretl, Walworth County Administrator

T h e  c o u n t y 
board’s executive 
committee recently 
discussed the merits 
of creating a county 
executive position 
in Walworth County. 

Since 2002, Walworth County has been op-
erating under the county administrator model 
of governance. Prior to that, the county was 
served by an administrative coordinator. 
The position was a part-time job held by the 
county board chair from the late eighties until 
a fulltime professional position was created 
in 1996.

State law requires counties to adopt one 
of three forms of organization: administrative 
coordinator, county administrator or county 
executive. The law further defi nes the pow-
ers and responsibilities of each position. The 
three forms of governance differ in a number 
of important respects.

Appointment. County administrators and 
administrative coordinators are appointed by 
county boards. Removal provisions differ 
slightly between the two positions; however, 
the board retains the authority to fi re incum-
bents holding either position. Removal of the 
administrator may occur by a majority vote 
of the county board when his or her conduct 
of administration becomes “unsatisfactory.” 
Removal of an administrative coordinator 
is somewhat less clear. One theory, at least, 
holds that that any such fi ring must be for 
cause upon a two-thirds vote of the board. 
By contrast, a county executive is elected for 
a four-year term directly by the people at a 
spring election. Firing is the prerogative of 
the electorate either through the recall process 
or by voting the incumbent out at the next 
election. The governor can also remove an 
executive for cause. The issue of appointment 

and removal is a critical distinction among the 
positions. Administrators and administrative 
coordinators are accountable to the county 
board. County executives take their case di-
rectly to the electorate and may, from time to 
time, fi nd themselves in positions adverse to 
the board of supervisors.

Powers. The job descriptions of the three 
positions vary greatly under state law. Statutes 
provide the least guidance for administrative 
coordinators, requiring only that the position 
be responsible for “coordinating all admin-
istrative and management functions of the 
county government not otherwise vested in 
law by law in boards or commissions, or in 
other elected offi cers.” While, on its face, the 
law would appear to provide a county board 
with the fl exibility to make the job description 
as strong as it wished, in reality the admin-
istrative coordinator is the weakest of the 
three positions. The board’s job description 
or rules defi ning the position cannot trump 
state laws, which, in many cases, vest deci-
sion-making in other positions or committees. 
Statutes provide signifi cantly more guidance 
for the positions of county administrator and 
executive. This includes the power to appoint 
and remove department heads and initiate the 
annual budget. One signifi cant power, vested 
only in the county executive, is the ability to 
veto legislation approved by the county board. 
The veto power includes the ability to nix 
individual items within an approved budget. 
The executive’s veto can be overridden only 
by a two-thirds vote of all members of the 
county board.

Qualifi cations. The statutes vary consid-
erably in terms of the qualifi cations needed to 
hold each position. No specifi c requirements 
are enumerated for the position of adminis-
trative coordinator. A county administrator 
is required to be appointed “solely on merit” 

given due regard to “training, experience, 
administrative ability and general qualifi ca-
tions and fi tness for performing the duties of 
the offi ce.” A county executive need only be a 
resident of the county 18 years of age or older. 
The question of  which form of governance 
produces the most qualifi ed offi cial depends 
upon a number of factors, including one’s 
view of the world. It is likely, although by 
no means guaranteed,  that a county admin-
istrator would have more formal preparation 
for the job. In many cases, however, county 
executives come from the ranks of county 
management and have solid credentials for 
the position. Others would argue that direct 
accountability to the electorate is a more 
important qualifi cation than, for example, a 
master’s degree in public administration.

The executive committee discussed the 
matter briefl y at its Dec. 20 meeting, but opted 

to hold off on further discussions until April. 
At the spring election, it is anticipated that a 
binding referendum question will be before 
voters regarding whether the board should be 
reduced from its current size of 25 to 11 mem-
bers. It was reasoned by the committee that the 
outcome of that vote might infl uence how the 
board views the county executive issue.

The issue of which form of governance 
can best guide the county is a fundamental 
question. Too often, government overlooks 
the most basic issues in favor of debate on 
more urgent, but perhaps less important top-
ics. Whatever outcome the board reaches on 
this topic in April, in my opinion, the debate 
is an important one to have.

The opinions expressed in this column 
are those of the author and not necessar-
ily those of the Walworth County Board of 
Supervisors.

Upcoming Area Meetings
East Troy Village Comprehensive Plan Steering Committee: Monday, Jan 8, 4 p.m. at 

the East Troy Village Hall, 2106 Church St. 
East Troy Village Plan Commission: Monday, Jan. 8, 6:30 p.m. at the East Troy Village 

Hall.
Sanitary District #3 Water Utility: Monday, Jan. 8, 6:45 p.m. at the East Troy Town 

Hall, N9330 Stewart School Road.
East Troy Town Board: Monday, Jan. 8, 7 p.m. at the East Troy Town Hall.
Troy Town Board: Wednesday, Jan. 10, 7 p.m. at the Troy Town Hall, N8870 Briggs 

St., Troy Center.
East Troy Village Board: Monday, Jan. 15, 6:30 p.m. at the East Troy Village Hall.
East Troy Community School District Board of Education: Monday, Jan. 15, 7 p.m. 

in the lecture room at East Troy High School, 3128 Graydon Ave.
Booth Lake Memorial Park Board: Thursday, Jan. 18, 6:30 p.m. at the East Troy Vil-

lage Hall. 
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