
by Geof f rey  F.  Sega l  
and Samuel  R .  Sta ley

T
he American republic owes its exis-
tence to the idea that government is
legitimate only when it can secure the
consent of the governed and that a

group dissatisfied with that government
may, in the words of the Declaration of
Independence, “dissolve the political bands
which have connected them” to a political
community. This November a group of self-
styled revolutionaries in Los Angeles’s San
Fernando Valley will test their fellow citi-
zens’ commitment to that principle, when
Angelenos vote on whether to allow the
valley to break away from LA to become
the sixth largest city in the United States.

The valley, a sprawling section of the
city on the north side of the Santa Moni-
ca Mountains, houses 1.3 million people
and encompasses half the city’s land. The
area has long had its own sense of civic
identity, and a majority of its denizens—
about 52 percent at last count—believe they
would be better off striking out on their
own. But that alone won’t be enough to
bring about a separation: a majority of res-
idents citywide will have to be convinced
that splitting up is a good idea as well. To
realize their independence, secessionists will
have to convince a significant portion of
the population outside the valley that they
should be allowed to leave.

What makes the secession conflict espe-
cially bitter is that many Angelenos oppose
separation for precisely the same reasons

that valley dwellers favor it. Secessionists,
in a declaration of independence that echoes
the language of Jefferson’s original, cite a
“long train of abuses and usurpations” the
valley has suffered at the hands of LA’s
downtown establishment. High on the list
is the persistent gap between what the val-
ley pays the city in taxes and the services
it receives. Over the past two years alone,
valley taxpayers subsidized the rest of LA
to the tune of $124 million, paying an annu-
al average of 6.3 percent more than they
got back in services. In short, the politi-
cos running the city provide the basic serv-
ices necessary to make their downtown
stomping grounds livable but leave many
other communities feeling disenfranchised
by city interest groups and bureaucracies.

Much as the disparity between taxes and
services vexes secessionists, the prospect of
losing the valley cash cow—and the influ-
ence in lobbying for federal funds it brings—
frightens other Angelenos even more. Only
about 29 percent of voters outside the val-
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ley are willing to grant their fellow citizens
a civic divorce, and anti-secessionist lead-
ers make no secret of the reason. The rhet-
oric coming from the various interest groups
at the center of the anti-secession coalition
sounds remarkably similar: each fears the
“erosion of the tax base” and the accom-
panying “loss of clout.” With cumulative
support for secession hovering around 38
percent, valley secessionists find themselves
in the position of deer trying to convince
ticks of the merits of mutual independence.

Why LA?
At first glance, Los Angeles is one of the

most unlikely places for this sort of decen-
tralizing movement to arise. Southern Cal-
ifornia is known for many things—sun,
surf, glitz, earthquakes—but small gov-
ernment is not one of them. As surprising
as it may seem to outsiders, however, grass-
roots support has been building for almost
a century. In 1915 LA officials forced the
valley to join the city in exchange for cheap
water. That gave rise to tensions and con-
flicts that persist today. Indeed, many peo-
ple in the San Fernando Valley identify
themselves by community—Van Nuys, Rese-
da, Northridge—even though those are
legally part of the city of Los Angeles. This
is the third credible secession attempt; state
law blocked two previous movements in
the 1960s and 1970s.

The San Fernando Valley separatists,
spearheaded by a group called Valley Vot-
ers Organized Towards Empowerment (Val-
ley VOTE), are actually only the most
visible of three burgeoning secession move-
ments in the City of Angels. On the south
side of the mountains, Hollywood is vying
for independence too. Many of its 180,000
residents believe that it can no longer func-
tion effectively as a “neighborhood” in a
sprawling city. Like the valley, it has the
resources to support its independence, but
the desire for independence there is much
less strong. Although a Hollywood inde-
pendence initiative will be on the ballot this
fall as well, polls show that only a quar-
ter of voters, in both Hollywood and the
city at large, are prepared to support a break
with LA. The third area searching for its

own identity is the harbor section of the
city, with about 140,000 people. The har-
bor area is a pod on San Pedro Bay con-
nected to the main part of the city by a nar-
row 10-mile finger that only creative annex-
ation and savvy politicians could have man-
ufactured. Clearly, dissatisfaction with the
city’s present structure is pervasive and
widespread.

Why is secession so attractive to so many
people? The city’s geography and politi-
cal history tell part of the story. LA is one
of the largest cities in the nation, with 3.7
million people spread over 470 square miles.
In the last century LA has grown big enough
to swallow Cleveland, St. Louis, Milwau-
kee, Minneapolis, Boston, San Francisco,
Pittsburgh, and Manhattan. 

As the city has expanded, many citizens
have begun to feel that a leviathan LA is
no longer capable of representing their com-
munities’ interests. Each LA city coun-
cilperson represents 246,000 people. Nei-
ther Hollywood nor the harbor area is large
enough to have a single representative on
the LA City Council, even though Holly-
wood would rank as the nation’s 112th
largest city and the harbor area would rank
149th. In contrast, Santa Monica, sand-
wiched between the Pacific Ocean and LA’s
west side, has six city council members and
a mayor to govern 84,000 people. In near-
by Burbank, five elected officials, includ-
ing a mayor and vice mayor, govern a city
of 100,000. 

For years the valley has been systemat-
ically denied the proper number of seats on
Los Angeles’s 15-member citywide coun-
cil. The valley was given two seats when,
on the basis of the geographic distribution
of the city’s population, it should have
received four. Then, as the valley’s popu-
lation grew, it received four seats when it
should have received five. In 2003, in a
move to quell secession, the valley will
get five seats. By that time, however, the
valley’s population should have qualified
it for nearly six seats, almost half of the
city council. The council has consistently
gerrymandered the valley, carving off pieces
and putting them in districts dominated by
other parts of the city.

There is no guarantee that even full rep-
resentation would relieve the tensions cre-

ated by an oversized city government. Brown
University professor of economics and urban
studies J. Vernon Henderson explains that
“different local communities within the
metro area have different public service
needs and demands, depending on indus-
trial mix, income, age composition and
so on. A metro level government may not
have the political flexibility or accounta-
bility to differentiate across localities to
meet individual community needs.” A gov-
ernment seeking to serve such a large and
heterogeneous city faces a dilemma. If tax-
es are levied and services provided uni-
formly, the one-size-fits-all result will almost
certainly fail to address the different needs
of different communities. If instead servic-
es are tailored to individual communities,
a political tug of war ensues, with each
locality trying to maximize its own con-
sumption of services and distribute the costs
of providing them across the entire city.

Supporters of secession want what most
citizens want—safe neighborhoods, good
schools, well-maintained streets, neatly
trimmed trees, and efficient garbage col-
lection. They’ve lost faith in the ability of
elected officials meeting on the other side
of the mountains to make policy that meets
their needs and provides services effective-
ly. If existing research is any indication, a
smaller LA, with a population about the
size of San Diego’s, will be more manage-
able, more accountable to local residents,
and more representative of its neighbor-
hood populations. 

Tyranny of the Status Quo
Most city officials are vigorously fight-

ing all of the secession movements, though
they have focused their energy on the San
Fernando Valley’s, the strongest of the three.
Their tactics show how viciously entrenched
bureaucracies and elected officials will fight
to defend the status quo.

Their first instinct is to use the timeworn
tactic of fear. City officials have gone on
record arguing that a smaller city will be
less likely to receive federal grants. They’ve
also charged that police and fire services
will be inferior, leaving valley residents more
vulnerable to fire or natural disaster. Anti-
secessionists have resorted to scare tactics
so often that a new acronym has emerged—

❝Much as the disparity between taxes and services vexes 
secessionists, the prospect of losing the valley cash cow 

frightens other Angelenos even more.❞
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FUD, for “fear, uncertainty, and doubt.”
FUD tactics have become so common that
the term is now used as a verb (“there goes
the mayor, FUDing again”) whenever May-
or James K. Hahn warns of the dire con-
sequences of secession. By exploiting the
more justified fears of contractors and lob-
byists whose power and income depend on
the city’s size and tax base, Hahn has man-
aged to raise $2 million for his anti-seces-
sion campaign. Most of that money has
come in the form of donations of $10,000
or more, and some donors have found lucra-
tive contracts with the city extended short-
ly after their checks arrived.

Another primary response, legal maneu-
vering, has become a staple of the anti-
secession movement’s tactical tool chest.
The mayor and his staff continually chal-
lenge the cost estimates that the Local Area
Formation Commission—the government
agency that oversees annexations, seces-
sions, and interjurisdictional border dis-
putes—has used to determine the economic
viability of the new cities. LAFCO has rec-
ommended that the valley pay LA about
$128 million per year in “alimony” to com-
pensate for the loss of valley tax revenue.
The payments would decrease by 5 percent
annually and finally end after 20 years.
That massive expropriation is not enough
for Mayor Hahn and other officials, who
have asked for annual payments of $288
million for 25 years. From the three seces-
sion areas combined, the city wants a total
of $5.6 billion more in alimony than LAF-
CO has recommended. The request is based
on the brazen proposition that the current
government will not shrink at all when
secession cuts the size of the region it serves
in half. Fifteen of the city’s 41 departments
have said that they could not cut $1 or shed
one employee. 

Ironically, those tactics are simply rein-
forcing the views of secessionists. The
city appears to be striving yet again to short-
change the valley, as it has for decades. The
demand for alimony payments seems par-
ticularly insulting, since valley residents are
effectively being asked to compensate LA
for the “harm” of refusing to continue being
overcharged for public services. For many,
the debate boils down to a political turf
war.

A Global Trend
The valley’s cries for accountability and

a government closer to the people are part
of an international movement toward more
decentralized government. The trend is prob-
ably most pronounced in the United King-
dom, where in 1997 Tony Blair’s Labour
government quickly moved to make good
on a campaign pledge to devolve governance
to Wales and Scotland. Scotland already had
an independent legal system, but now it has
a parliament with the authority to levy income
taxes and authorize spending on key pro-
grams. The more culturally distinctive Wales,
on the other hand, has been less insistent
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❝Supporters of secession have lost faith in the ability 
of elected officials meeting on the other side of the mountains

to make policy that meets their needs.❞
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about its autonomy: it won only the power
to make decisions about “secondary” leg-
islative matters, such as housing, health, edu-
cation, economic development, sports, and
tourism. In 1999 both Scotland and Wales
elected their first independent legislatures in
more than three centuries.

Signs of the devolution revolution are
legion. Quebec has long been home to a
vocal movement for independence from the
national Canadian government. In France
critics have argued for decades that mon-
ey and authority should be devolved from
Paris. In India the national government is
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struggling with the difficulties of govern-
ing a geographically dispersed and demo-
graphically diverse population. The most
striking example of devolution is, of course,
the breakup of the Soviet Union into 15
successor states, but the same process is also
at work within those states and other nations
recovering from communism. Countries
throughout the former Soviet bloc have, to
varying degrees, begun the arduous process
of dismantling central bureaucracies and
restoring—or manufacturing—local polit-
ical institutions. For citizens frustrated with
bureaucratic indifference and inefficiency,
the transfer of authority and power to local-
ities is becoming increasingly attractive. The
reason is straightforward: larger govern-
ments are less responsive and ultimately less
accountable to the governed. In a political
system that respects democratic values, the
only effective way to serve diverse popu-
lations is to put the power to make deci-
sions in the hands of the people most direct-
ly affected by them.

The United Kingdom’s example is instruc-
tive, because that country managed to
accommodate devolutionist impulses with-
out an acrimonious split. One major rea-
son is that devolution had become part of
a major party platform; Labour had com-
mitted to support Scottish and Welsh auton-
omy before winning control of Parliament.
Scotland had a long history of independ-
ence, too, which provided a foundation for
institutions of local governance. Finally,
and perhaps most important, opposition
was relatively low because Scotland and
Wales were not permanently breaking away
from the United Kingdom but only tak-
ing control of more functions locally. That
difference in approach is significant. One
obstacle to greater autonomy for Quebec
may be its focus on separation and inde-
pendence from Canada. Because many
Canadians view the Quebecois as seces-
sionists, uninterested in devolution with-
out complete political and functional auton-
omy, they are less willing than they might
otherwise be to cede more limited control. 

Had LA city officials followed Blair’s
lead, they might well have averted the seces-
sion controversy entirely. Three years ago,

in a belated effort to quell secession, LA
reformed its city charter. Rival commis-
sions—one appointed and one elected—
were tasked with rewriting the city’s 73-
year-old constitution. Though reformers’
hopes were high at first, they ultimately
won only modest and incremental changes
to the city’s governance structure, which
did little to stem the rising tide of seces-
sionist sentiment.

One of the more interesting proposals
rejected by the commissions would have
created a system of boroughs similar to
those in New York City and London. 
The citywide government would serve 
a strategic, regional function while most
local services would be provided at the bor-
ough level. In London, for example, the
central authority has responsibility for
transportation, police, and economic devel-
opment. Boroughs with populations of
around 200,000 are responsible for health,
human services, education, planning, and
other key services. Thus, a true borough
system could devolve sufficient power to
the community level that secession move-
ments could be quelled or significantly mit-
igated.

The borough concept has been around
in the United States for almost a century;
boroughs were even promised to the val-
ley in 1915. They were also promised to
Hollywood, Watts, East Los Angeles, and
San Pedro in subsequent decades. Nothing
ever came of those promises. The com-
missions ultimately rejected the borough
plan, and city officials refused to allow the
proposal to be put on the ballot.

What distinguishes the Los Angeles seces-
sion movement from the others, aside from
its appropriation of the rhetoric of the
American Revolution, is the emphasis on
local, rather than regional, government and
autonomy. LA’s secession movement, like
Staten Island’s nascent desire to secede from
New York City, is evidence that greater
reliance on regional governance may not
be radical enough—power may have to
move to the community level.

Lessons Learned?
Ironically, concerns about local gov-

ernment’s ability to solve local problems
are spurring some cities to look in the oppo-

site direction. Last fall voters in Jefferson
County and Louisville, Kentucky, voted to
dissolve the city of Louisville and merge it
with the county. This would be the single
largest governmental consolidation in 30
years, creating the nation’s 19th largest
city. Los Angeles is now contemplating the
single largest city breakup in U.S. history;
Louisville could be the second if it doesn’t
learn LA’s lessons quickly.

The secession movements, in LA and
elsewhere, challenge the notion that con-
solidated regional governments can solve
a nation’s metropolitan problems. Indeed,
if consolidation also includes a lack of rep-
resentation, loss of local accountability,
and entrenchment of the status quo, met-
ropolitan governance may become even
less effective, and local government will be
even less able to address key issues and
problems that matter to citizens. The
upheaval in Los Angeles should force cit-
izens and policymakers across the nation
to question one of the most persistent myths
of regional government—the idea that big-
ger is better. 

Breaking up is a complicated, difficult,
and politically divisive issue. Consolidat-
ing local governments or regionalizing gov-
ernmental functions may, as in the case of
Los Angeles, perpetuate inefficiency for
decades. All government reform efforts are
implemented in a political environment,
and governments create constituencies that
will lobby for maintaining the status quo,
making innovation difficult if not impos-
sible. When communities with distinct
needs and identities are fused into a single
political entity, each may suffer, but sepa-
rating them again may be no less painful.
Los Angeles, then, should serve as both a
warning and an inspiration. It reminds
us that political bands, once forged, are
not easily broken and that consolidation
should not be undertaken lightly. But it
also shows us that it is possible, even today,
for communities to recreate the bold exper-
iment of the Founders, to seek more vol-
untary and mutually satisfying ways of liv-
ing together, in short, “to institute new
Government, laying its foundation on such
principles and organizing its powers in such
form, as to them shall seem most likely
to effect their Safety and Happiness.” ■

❝The upheaval in Los Angeles should force citizens and 
policymakers across the nation to question one of the most persistent

myths of regional government—the idea that bigger is better.❞
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