
SENATE No. 113
By Mr. Hedlund, a petition (accompanied by bill. Senate, No. 113) of

Robert L. Hedlund for legislation to abolish county government and to
transfer the responsibilities to state government. Counties.
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In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Ninety-Seven

An Act abolishing county government.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives in General
Court assembled, and by the authority ofthe same, as follows:

1 SECTION 1. It is hereby found and declared that the existing
2 system of county government does not provide an efficient or
3 cost-effective means of furnishing the important governmental
4 services that are currently the responsibility of county govern-
-5 ment, and that several functions currently addressed by county
6 government are more properly the responsibility of state govern-
-7 ment including, but not limited to, hospitals, court houses, reg-
-8 istries of deeds, and jails and houses of correction.
9 It is further found that the existence of county government will

10 continue to drain millions of dollars of state and local funding
11 resources with no improvement in service. It is further found that
12 a portion of the costs of county government are paid primarily by
13 assessments on the cities and towns within the counties and such
14 costs are a burden which municipalities cannot afford within their
15 current fiscal resources. It is further found that the continuation of
16 county government in its current form is therefore contrary to the
17 public interest and welfare, and to the economic well-being of the
18 commonwealth.
19 And it is further found that the transfer of all county functions to
20 the commonwealth, the disposal of county property, and the estab-
-21 lishment of new regional cooperatives where local governments
22 determine that services can be more efficiently provided on a
23 regional basis, will improve the provision of state and local services,
24 prevent the waste of limited tax resources, curtail patronage abuse,
25 and contribute to the better management of government.
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1 SECTION 2. Chapter 34 of the General Laws is hereby
2 amended by inserting after section 1 the following new section:—
3 Section I A. Effective July first, nineteen hundred and ninety-nine,
4 the counties of Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, Worcester, Bristol,
5 Berkshire, Plymouth, Hampden, Nantucket, and Suffolk shall cease
6 to exist. The Commonwealth shall no longer provide directly or indi-
-7 rectly any financial or other assistance to the county governments of
8 Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, Worcester, Bristol, Berkshire, Plymouth,
9 Hampden, Nantucket, and Suffolk as of July first, nineteen hundred

10 and ninety-nine. Furthermore, these counties shall have no power to
11 collect any tax, fee, or fine, or to disburse any funds as of July first,
12 nineteen hundred and ninety-nine.
13 Effective July first, nineteen hundred and ninety-nine all provi-
-14 sions of Chapter 34 concerning any county other than Barnstable,
15 Dukes, Franklin and Hampshire counties shall be null, void, and
16 of no effect; provided, however, that the secretary of state shall
17 maintain county maps delineating county boundaries and names
18 for Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, Worcester, Bristol, Berkshire,
19 Plymouth, Hampden, Nantucket and Suffolk counties, for the pur-

-20 poses of sections one and two of chapter thirty-six, section one of
21 chapter thirty-seven, and any other law which refers to county
22 boundaries.

1 SECTION 3. Chapter 35 of the General Laws is hereby
2 amended by inserting after section 1 the following new section;—
3 Section IA. Effective July first, nineteen hundred and ninety-
-4 nine, the counties of Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, Worcester,
5 Bristol, Berkshire, Plymouth, Hampden, Nantucket and Suffolk
6 shall cease to exist, and the provisions of this chapter shall apply
7 only to the counties of Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and
8 Hampshire. Effective July first, nineteen hundred and ninety-nine,
9 all provisions of this chapter concerning any county other than

10 Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and Hampshire counties shall be
11 null, void, and of no effect.

1 SECTION 4. There is hereby established a special commission
2 on the abolition of counties which shall consist of twenty-three
3 members; the secretary of administration and finance, the chief
4 administrative justice of the trial court, the secretary of public
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5 safety, the secretary of state, the state auditor, the state treasurer,
6 the state attorney general, three members of the senate, two
7 appointed by the senate president and one appointed by the senate
8 minority leader, five members of the house of representatives,
9 four appointed by the speaker of the house of representatives and

10 one appointed by the house minority leader, and eight members to
11 be appointed by the governor, including three registrars of deeds,
12 two county officials, a member of a collective bargaining organi-
-13 zation representing county employees, and two elected city or
14 town officials. The auditor and the secretary for administration a
15 shall serve as co-chairs.
16 All appointments to said special commission shall be made
17 within ninety days following the enactment of this chapter.
18 The special commission shall make an investigation and study
19 of an orderly process of the abolition of county administration and
20 the orderly assumption by the commonwealth of such functions as
21 hospitals, court houses, registries of deeds, county jails and
22 houses of correction, and other county functions as said commis-
-23 sion shall recommend.
24 Said commission shall include in its study the transfer of
25 county employees to the state system. Said commission shall also
26 include in its study the transfer of retired county employees to the
27 state retirement system. Said commission, in consultation with the
28 Bureau of Planning and Regionalism, shall also study the estab-
-29 lishment of omnibus enabling legislation to allow cities and towns
30 to establish regional districts to replace certain of the functions of
31 county government. Said commission shall also include in its
32 study the proper disposal of the assets, property, including hos-
-33 pital property, and debts of the counties abolished by this act,
34 taking into consideration the interests of the cities and towns that
35 had constituted the counties so abolished and the interests of
36 owners of debt obligations of such counties. Said commission
37 shall also monitor the implementation of such process.
38 The executive office of administration and finance and the divi-
-39 sion of local services shall provide staff assistance for said special
40 commission. Each county to be abolished by this act is hereby
41 authorized and directed to cooperate fully and immediately with
42 the process established by the special commission.
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43 The investigation and study by said commission shall be com-
-44 pleted within one hundred and twenty days after the appointment
45 of the special commission. The special commission shall furnish
46 to the Governor and all members of the General Court a report of
47 their findings. Said commission shall also promulgate and recom-
-48 mend the legislation necessary to transfer all county functions, sell
49 or transfer of all county assets, and anything else deemed appro-
-50 priate in the elimination of county administration and in compli-
-51 ance with this act.
52 The special commission shall also establish an advisory com-
-53 mittee consisting of one county commissioner from each of the
54 following counties: Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and Hampshire
55 counties. The advisory committee, in consultation with the county
56 government finance review board established by section twelve of
57 chapter sixty-four D of the General Laws as amended by sec-
-58 tion 410 of Chapter 133 of the acts of 1992, shall advise the special
59 commission in the form of a report concerning the powers, duties
60 and finances of the counties which are not abolished by this act
61 and how said counties shall become self-sufficient requiring no
62 aid from the Commonwealth within three years of the enactment
63 of this act. A copy of said report shall be provided to each member
64 of the special commission within ninety days after said advisory
65 committee has been formed.

1 SECTION 5. Notwithstanding the provisions of any general or
2 special law or county charter to the contrary, as of July first, nine-
-3 teen hundred and ninety-nine, the operation of all county court
4 houses remaining under control of the counties shall be transferred
5 to the judicial branch of the Commonwealth.
6 Notwithstanding the provisions of any general or special law to
7 the contrary, as of July first, nineteen hundred and ninety-nine, the
8 operation and management of all county jails and county houses
9 of correction, shall be transferred to the Commonwealth’s depart-

-10 ment of corrections. The commissioner of the department of cor-
-11 rections for the Commonwealth shall appoint administrators to
12 operate/manage the county jails and county houses of correction
13 that have been transferred to the Commonwealth. County sheriffs
14 shall serve under the direction and supervision of the
15 Commonwealth’s department of corrections. Duties of said sher-
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16 iffs will be defined by the department of corrections and shall
17 include, but will not be limited to, the service of process. Those
18 employees that are deemed necessary and qualified to continue
19 the operation of the county jails and county houses of corrections
20 shall be transferred to the department of corrections. The duties of
21 prisoner classification and prisoner transportation shall be trans-
-22 ferred to the department of corrections.

1 SECTION 6. Notwithstanding the provisions of any general or
2 special law or any county charter to the contrary, the counties of
3 Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and Hampshire shall continue to
4 exist except that the registries of deeds shall be transferred to the
5 Commonwealth, and the jails and houses of corrections shall be
6 transferred to the department of corrections shall be transferred to
7 the Commonwealth. Sheriffs in said counties shall serve under the
8 direction and supervision of the department of corrections. Duties
9 of said sheriffs will be defined by the department of corrections

10 and said duties shall include, but not be limited to, the service
11 of process.
12 The counties of Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and Hampshire
13 and the town of Nantucket may continue to occupy space in court-
-14 houses or other county buildings transferred by this act as pro-
-15 vided in section seventeen of chapter two hundred and eleven B or
16 section thirty-nine B of chapter seven of the General Laws, until
17 such time as the chief administrative justice of the trial court or
18 the commissioner of capital planning and operations shall nego-

-19 tiate with the counties of Barnstable, Dukes, Franklin, and
20 Hampshire and the town of Nantucket concerning the terms of
21 transfer of the use of such space to the Commonwealth.
22 Notwithstanding the provisions of this section or any other of this
23 act, the county of Barnstable may continue to collect the addi-
-24 tional excise authorized by section two of chapter one hundred
25 and sixty-three of the acts of nineteen hundred and eighty-eight.

SECTION 7. Notwithstanding any provisions of this act to the
2 contrary, if prior to luly first, nineteen hundred and ninety-nine, a
3 majority of the constituent cities and towns of a particular county,
4 acting by majority vote of a majority of their legislative bodies in
5 the counties of Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, Worcester, Bristol,
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6 Berkshire, Plymouth, Hampden, Nantucket, and Suffolk, vote to
7 retain their particular county government can do so with the
8 understanding that the county government must be self-sup-
-9 porting. The constituent cities and towns of any county in which

10 county government is so retained by such a vote or which has not
11 been abolished by this act may at any time thereafter vote to
12 abolish said county government by a majority vote of a majority
13 of their legislative bodies. Such abolition would be effective
14 twelve months after such vote. Upon such vote for the abolition of
15 a county, the governor shall appoint a special commission to pro-
-16 vide for the orderly implementation of such acts.
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