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Our Mission
To improve county Farm Bureau® influence in local  
government issues and advance county Farm Bureau leaders’ 
awareness, capability, and involvement in local government  
through information and assistance in understanding  
and planning on local government issues.

Call to Action 
We encourage you to share LINK with county Farm Bureau 
leadership and membership. 

We encourage you to share this publication with your local 
officials. This information may be a LINK to their success.

Upcoming Dates & Events

September 18-24: 
Farm Safety Week

September 29:  
Early Voting Begins

October 10:  
County Resolution Submittal Deadline

November 2:  
Statewide Resolution Committee Meeting

November 8:  
General Election 

December 3-6:  
IAA® Annual Meeting
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INTRODUCTION 

Understanding Local Government Is a Benefit  
to You and Your Community
When it comes to local government, 
Illinois is in a league of its own. Our 
structure, size, authority and diversity 
make it a standout in the nation. With 
close to 7,000 units, it’s necessary 
to understand the purpose of local 
government in order to benefit from 
its services and functions. As county 
Farm Bureau managers and leaders, 
understanding local government is 
the first step in engaging with elected/
appointed officials on issues impacting 
agriculture and rural living in your 
communities. 

In Illinois, our local governments 
are divided into two types: general 
purpose and special purpose units. 
General purpose units provide a 
multitude of services to the residents 
within their boundaries. The range 
of services provided by this level of 

government is the primary difference 
between it and special purpose units, 
which are created to provide a single 
service, function or set of related 
functions.

General purpose units will be the 
focus of this edition of LINK. In 
October, we’ll publish a special edition 
of this newsletter looking at special 
purpose units of government.  

The three forms of general purpose 
units of government that we have 
in this state are counties, townships 
and municipalities. Counties and 
municipalities vary in size, structure 
and governing bodies, while township 
government, where it exists, is more 
consistent in these areas. In all three, 
the largest diversity exists in the type 
and range of services provided.

This newsletter is one of several 
resources your local government 
team will be providing to help you 
understand more about general and 
special purpose units of government. 
Read on to learn more about our Local 
Government Resource Page on the 
Leaders’ Portal. We will regularly be 
adding information to this site to help 
county Farm Bureaus answer member 
questions related to those many layers 
of local government serving them.

In this edition of LINK, you’ll also 
learn more about the history, 
purpose, structure and governing 
authority of counties, townships and 
municipalities. This newsletter is a 
unique, comprehensive opportunity 
to gain information on an otherwise 
obscure topic with very little uniform 
exposure.   
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OVERVIEW 

An Overview of County Government in Illinois
HISTORY:

Counties are political subdivisions of 
the state, created by statute to carry 
out state policy and administer state 
regulations, services and functions at 
the local level. The history of Illinois 
counties has been traced as far back as 
1778, when the Illinois territory was first 
a county before becoming a state in 
1818. From that year on, county duties 
and structure changed with each new 
state constitution. Today, they change 
seemingly with every legislative session.

ROLE:

In Illinois, counties serve as the 
primary general purpose local unit of 
government in unincorporated areas. 
In that role, counties provide law 
enforcement, construct and maintain 
county roads and bridges, provide 
public health and welfare assistance, 
conduct elections and adopt an annual 
budget. 

Counties can also provide a large 
and diverse variety of services and 
functions. A few of the most common 
include:

•  Providing recreational services, public 
parks and museums

•  Maintaining a public health 
department

•  Engaging in land use planning and 
zoning

• Providing transportation services

• Operating a senior care facility

Another function of county 
government is to maintain the property 
tax system. While each unit of local 
government is responsible for its 
own budget, which in many cases is 
largely funded by property tax dollars, 
it is the county that calculates levies, 
distributes tax bills, collects tax dollars 
and disseminates those dollars to all 
local units of government within its 
jurisdiction.  

STRUCTURE:

Counties have the option to operate 
under a township form (also referred 
to as the board form) or a commission 
form of government. We currently 
have 85 counties operating under 
the township form and 17 counties 
structured under the commission form. 
Page 5 of this publication offers more 
information on the structure of county 
government.

COUNTY BOARD:

The Illinois Constitution requires each 
county to elect a county board. The 
number of members shall be fixed by 
ordinance with limitations provided 
by law. Counties structured under the 
township form can have five to 29 
board members elected at large or 
by district. Counties structured under 
the commission form may have three 
members elected at large or by district, 
or five members elected by district. 
Under this structure, the members are 
known as commissioners. 

In both cases, county boards serve as 
the legislative and executive arm of 
the county. As the legislative body, 
the board has the authority to pass 
resolutions and adopt ordinances in 
areas such as land use, zoning, public 
health and safety and support for 
agriculture. As the executive body, 
the board manages county funds and 
administers activities of many of the 
county departments and offices.

COUNTYWIDE OFFICIALS:

The Illinois Constitution also mandates 
each county elect a sheriff, county clerk 
and treasurer. Counties may also elect 
or appoint other officials, including a 
coroner, recorder, assessor and auditor.

To learn more about county 
government, visit the Local 
Government Resource Page on the 
Illinois Farm Bureau Leaders’ Portal.

County Board Structures
Sample of 89 Illinois Counties

76%

24%

Elect by 
District

Elect at  
Large

Commission Counties
1) Alexander 
2) Calhoun 
3) Edwards 
4) Hardin 
5) Johnson 
6) Massac 
7) Menard 
8) Monroe 
9) Morgan 

10) Perry 
11) Pope 
12) Pulaski 
13) Randolph 
14) Scott 
15) Union 
16) Wabash 
17) Williamson

County Government 
Types In Illinois

Township Form: 85

Commission  Form: 17

Executive Form: 2

Executive Form w/ Home Rule: 1

https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
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CATEGORY TOWNSHIP COMMISSION

HISTORY

New Englanders who settled in Illinois—generally in 
the northern portions of the state—brought with them 
their township form of government.  That form is now 
in 85 of Illinois’ 102 counties.
Prior to the 1970 Illinois Constitution, boards in 
township counties had been known as “County Boards 
of Supervisors” because the supervisors of each 
township were members of the county board.  That 
form of geographic representation was replaced with 
the rule of one-man-one-vote by the new constitution. 
If elected by district (not at-large), each district had to 
be equal in population. 

Southerners who settled in 
Illinois—generally in the southern 
portions of the state and along the 
river systems—brought with them 
their more centralized system of 
local government.  That resulted 
in the commission form of county 
government in 17 counties—
generally in southern Illinois.

STRUCTURE

County boards need to have at least five members, 
elected at-large or by district (either single-member 
or multi-member.) Where elected by district, those 
districts are re-drawn every 10 years following the 
decennial census. Every 10 years, the board decides if 
they will be elected at-large or by district, how many 
members they will have, if elected by district, how 
many districts there will be (single-or multi-member)

Until 2000, all commissions were 
made up of three members 
elected at-large. Legislation passed 
in 1999 allows voters to choose 
to elect their three members 
at-large or by single-member 
districts or move to a five member 
commission elected by single-
member districts.

TERMS

The board member from each district serves two 4-year 
terms and one 2-year term (in staggered sequence) to 
allow for all seats to be up for the election coinciding 
with the 10-year redistricting cycle. 

Commissioners elected at large 
each serve a 6-year term with 
one commissioner elected every 
2 years. Commissioners elected 
by district serve a combination 
of 4-year and 2-year terms as in 
township counties.

AUTHORITY
The powers of the county board are virtually identical 
under either form.

The powers of the county board 
are virtually identical under either 
form.

OPERATION

These boards, especially the larger ones, function with 
a structure of committees.  The committees generally 
evaluate and recommend with the approval of the full 
board required for authorization.

Commissioners generally serve as 
a committee of the whole.  In some 
cases, individual commissioners 
may assume oversight 
responsibility for a given area of 
county government activities.

TOWNSHIP V. COMMISSION 
Comparing County Government Structures
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OVERVIEW 

Township Government: The Grassroots Form of Government 

HISTORY:
Township government is the 
oldest existing unit of government, 
dating back to the Anglo-Saxon 
era in England. It was later formally 
established in Illinois under the 1848 
Constitution. Today, 21 states have 
township government. 

Under the 1848 Illinois Constitution, 
townships were to be established as a 
sub-unit of county government. That 
changed under the 1970 Constitution, 
which made them an independent 
unit with the authority to exercise 
power as provided for by statute and 
no longer a political subdivision of the 
county. 

STRUCTURE:
In Illinois there are two kinds of 
townships, civil and congressional. 
The civil township refers to the actual 
unit of government. This is different 

from the congressional township, 
which is a measurement of area set 
up in a grid-like system consisting of 
six-mile squares across the state. Today 
we have 1,429 civil townships spread 
through 85 counties. 

Townships’ popularity is due, in 
part, to their accountability. They’re 
often referred to as the grassroots 
government because they’re one of 
the closest levels of government to the 
people. 

ROLE:

The role of township government, by 
statute, is to provide three primary 
functions: 

1.  General assistance programs to 
qualifying residents, providing help 
to the impoverished, according to 
local standards and needs

2.  Property assessment, a source of 

income by valuing property for 
taxation used to help fund most 
local units of government

3.  Maintenance of township roads and 
bridges  

Beyond these mandated functions, 
many townships offer a variety of 
social services designed to improve 
life for their residents. These services 
can include senior citizen and youth 
programs, transportation and 
cemetery maintenance.

Another important function of the 
township is to hold the Annual Town 
Meeting. Every township is required 
to hold this meeting on the second 
Tuesday in April each year. At these 
meetings, those that show up have 
the power and direct say in how their 
government is run.  

The Annual Town Meeting  
Is Grassroots at the Local Level

The power of grassroots can be 
seen every spring in townships 
across the state. In Illinois, every 
civil township must hold an 
Annual Town Meeting on the 
second Tuesday of April.  

While anyone is welcome to 
attend, only the electors of the 
township (persons registered to 
vote in the township) are eligible 
to vote on questions put before 
the assembly. All questions on 
motions are determined by a 
majority of the electors present 
and voting.  

The powers that may be 
exercised by voters at the Annual 
Town Meeting are extensive 
and direct. Those powers are 
similar to those that might 

otherwise have to go through 
a lengthier referenda process. 
A few of these powers include 
tax rate increases, distribution 
of revenue, input on land-use 
decisions and the purchase and 
sale of property. 

At the meeting, the township 
clerk is the only official holding 
any official capacity.  Everyone 
else in attendance, whether an 
official or not, including township 
trustees and the township 
supervisor, are there as a voting 
citizen and have an equal vote in 
each topic voted on.  

For more on the Annual Town 
Meeting, visit the Township 
Officials of Illinois website at: 
https://www.toi.org/

Continue reading on Page  7

https://www.toi.org/
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OVERVIEW: 
In Illinois we have three types of 
municipalities: cities, villages and 
towns. Combined, these total 
close to 1,300 units, ranging in 
size from the city of Chicago with 
over 2.5 million in population, 
to the village of Valley City with 
a population of 14. And, while 
the previous information would 
suggest otherwise, there are no 
significant differences of legal 
powers, status or population 
requirements between the three. 
Across the state we have cities as 
small as Nason with under 200 in 
population and villages as large 
as Arlington Heights with over 
77,000 in population. 

HISTORY:

Municipalities were historically 
created by the legislature to serve 
as a primarily service-oriented 
unit of government to meet the 
needs of the people. During the 
industrial revolution and the 
age of mechanization, much of 
Illinois’ population migrated into 
the cities to work in factories. This 
type of cluster development put 
a lot of demand on government 
to provide services in those 
populated areas. 

As a unit of government created 
specifically to meet the needs 
of its citizens, the governing 
statute placed little to no service 
requirements on municipalities. 
For example, they do not have to 
provide things such as police or 
fire protection, streets, drinking 
water or zoning. However, to 
meet the needs of their residents, 
these are the type of services that 
are often at the top of the list for 
most municipalities. 

Later, under the 1870 
Constitution, the legislative 
ability to create new towns was 
eliminated. Which meant, after 

that time, no new towns could 
be incorporated, only cities and 
villages. While no new towns 
could be created, those already 
in existence were not required to 
drop their “incorporated town” 
designation. Today we still have 
19 incorporated towns across the 
state.

ROLE:
As mentioned above, the primary 
role of municipal government is 
to meet the needs of residents. 
These services vary based on 
the municipality’s size, wealth, 
location (especially in relation 
to other municipalities) and 
population dynamics. 

Even with the diversity in 
municipalities across the state, 
many offer a number of core 
services, including public safety, 

GOVERNING BOARD AND 
TOWNSHIP OFFICIALS:
Townships have elected officials 
who are responsible for performing 
prescribed duties to help facilitate the 
roles and services of the township. 
The supervisor is one of those elected 
officials. By statute, the supervisor 
is the chief executive officer of the 
township. He or she also serves as 
treasurer of the township funds, ex 
officio treasurer of the road and bridge 
fund, supervisor of general assistance 
and a member of the board of trustees. 

Each township has four trustees 
elected at large, known as the board 
of trustees. The trustees serve as the 
legislative body and set township 
policy.  

The town clerk, also elected, is the 
keeper of all the township records, 
performs election duties, distributes 
advertisements and notices for the 
township and the road district, and 
convenes the Annual Town Meeting. 

And finally, the township highway 
commissioner is the elected official 
in charge of the roads and bridges in 
the road district. While the highway 
commissioner might be considered a 
township official, the road district is 
really a separate unit of government. 
This means the trustees and township 
supervisor have no authority over 
the highway commissioner or the 
operations of the road district, except 
for approval of the road district 
budget.  

Getting to know and participating in 
township government is a great way 
to become engaged in the grassroot 
challenges and opportunities facing 
your community. 

For more information on township 
government visit our Local 
Government Resources Page on the 
Illinois Farm Bureau Leaders Portal.

Continued from Page  6

Township 
Government

OVERVIEW 

Municipal Government in Illinois

Continue reading on Page  8

1,297 Municipalities

Esri, HERE, NPS,  
Esri, HERE, Garmin,  
USGS, EPA NPS

Municipal Boundaries

2017 Census of Governments

https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
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roads, water and sewers. Other 
services might include operating a 
library, adopting zoning and land-use 
provisions and offering recreational 
programs. 

STRUCTURE:
Like county government, 
municipalities can operate under 
different forms and variations of 
government structure. In this case, the 
difference between a city, village and 
town does make a difference. Cities 
operate under the aldermanic form, 
and villages and towns operate under 
the trustee form. There are simple 
variations that can be adopted under 
these forms, including the number of 
members on the governing board and 
their terms of office.

Illinois statute also offers more 
complex variations that may be 
adopted by cities or villages needing 
a more specific makeup. These 
variations include the commission 
form, the manager form, the 
administrator form, the special charter 
form and the strong mayor form. Each 
form provides its own guidelines for 
the selection of officers, their powers 
and duties and the general function 
of government. More information will 
be available on these variations on the 
Leaders’ Portal.  

GOVERNING BODY:
Under the city aldermanic form, the 
chief executive officer is referred to 
as the mayor. The governing body, 
referred to as the city council is made 
up of aldermen elected from wards. 
Depending on population, a city 
can have a minimum of six and a 
maximum of 20 aldermen. 

Under the village trustee form, the 
chief executive officer is referred to as 
the president or mayor. The governing 
body, known as the village board, is 
made up of six trustees. Population 
can also be a factor in deciding on 
the number of trustees. Villages with 
a population of fewer than 5,000 can, 
by referendum, choose to elect four 
trustees to be elected at large. Larger 
villages (population over 5,000) can, 
by referendum, elect the trustees by 
districts.

If a municipality were incorporated as 
a town, the chief executive officer is 
referred to as president or mayor. The 
governing body, known as the town 
board or council, is most often made 
up of six trustees.

To learn more about county 
government visit the Local 
Government Resource Page on the 
Illinois Farm Bureau Leaders’ Portal.

Information on local government can be 
hard to find – until now.
Your local government team is building a resource 
tool offering information, news and know-how on 
government at the local level. With close to 7,000 
units across the state, finding a one-stop shop on local 
government has never been easier. 

The local government resource site is available on the 
Illinois Farm Bureau Leaders’ Portal. In addition to local 
government structure, duties and authorities, this site 
will offer county Farm Bureau managers and leaders 
ongoing information on local government issues, dates 
and engagement opportunities. 

Your local government team will populate this site with 
videos, communication, outreach and engagement 
templates, ongoing and updated local government 
priorities and an archive of LINK newsletters – all 
available on demand.

County Farm Bureau staff and leadership will also be able 
to pull information from this site to share with members 
and local officials when issues and questions of basic 
governance arise. 

Continued from Page  7

Municipal 
Government

GO ONLINE

Answer Your Questions About Local Government Using Our  
One-Stop-Shop Online Resource

To learn more, visit the Local Government Resource Page on 
the Illinois Farm Bureau Leaders’ Portal. 

Once there, you will be able to click  
on the following local government tabs:

• Function

•  Staff Information and Local  
Government Priorities

• Current Issues

• Communication Templates

• Dates and Events

• LINK Publications

• County Government

• Township Government

• Municipal Government

Local government is now just a click away. 

https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
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Leaders’ Portal Update Helps CFB Managers Work with Officials  
The many public services provided 
within each Illinois community are 
made possible by the citizens who 
step up to fill needed roles. For 
those individuals who are newly 
serving in their communities, county 
Farm Bureau (CFB) managers have a 
unique opportunity to share helpful 
information and develop meaningful 
connections along the way.

A recent reorganization of local 
government materials on the Illinois 
Farm Bureau (IFB) Leaders’ Portal aims 
to keep CFB managers informed on 
local government structure and up 
to date on the latest issues impacting 
their members. The one-stop shop 
includes short explainer videos, 
engagement tools, graphics, LINK 
archives, FAQs and other resources.  

Allyson Lintker, Randolph CFB 
manager, hopes the updates will help 
CFB managers and leaders initiate 
conversations with local officials. She’s 
especially looking forward to the 
communication templates that are 
slated to hit Leaders’ Portal later this 
year.  

“Sometimes you just don’t know how 
to word that email when reaching 
out to someone or know what to say 
when calling. A lot of times when you 
think about reaching out to your local 
officials, you might be intimidated 
because it’s someone new and they’re 
important, but a template reminds you 
that they’re also a citizen of the same 
community you are,” she said. 

Lintker’s participation in the 2021-
2022 Think LINK program helped her 
expand from working solely with 
county officials to also networking 
with city and community officials. She 
shares content from LINK newsletters 
with local officials in her area and 
plans to do the same with content 
that’s shared on the Leaders’ Portal. 

“Knowing I can go under the Local 
Government tab, and it’s all right 
there, makes it so much easier,” said 
Lintker, adding that there’s value in 

housing materials on multiple subjects 
in one location. “I might know a few 
things about farmland assessment but 
to have the refresher to look at again 
would be helpful.”

Sharing information housed on the 
portal with local officials not only 
provides additional touchpoints for 
CFB managers, but also provides 
critical information on topics, such 
as flood debasement, farmland 
assessment and livestock regulations, 
that can be especially helpful for 
officials with limited resources.  

Tiffany Moodie, Marshall-Putnam 
Farm Bureau manager, uses a variety 
of materials from Illinois Farm Bureau 
to add value to her conversations with 
local officials. Over the course of 21 
years, she has built a strong rapport 
with leaders in both counties she works 
in by proactively introducing herself 
and offering to help where she can. 

“Try to find a topic that you can work 
together on and find some common 
ground,” said Moodie. “Then next 
time, you might not be adversaries on 
an issue because you already know 
each other.”

Some of Moodie’s greatest success 
stories have come from providing 
educational materials to newly elected 
or appointed officials who may not be 
familiar with issues impacting farmers. 
Going the extra mile to package 
information on topics into digestible 
emails or printed handouts can make 
all the difference. 

“If you’re trying to provide some 
assistance, I do think they appreciate 
that,” said Moodie.  

Connecting local officials with Illinois 
Farm Bureau staff on local and 
statewide issues is also a great way to 
help. 

“The goal is that I want them to 
have a good impression of the 
rural community so that they know 
we’re here to help. That way, when 
something big comes up, they know 
us and we’re not starting at a baseline 
of zero,” she said.  

CFB managers are encouraged to 
check out the Local Government 
Resource Page on the Illinois Farm 
Bureau Leaders’ Portal.

Allyson Lintker, left, and Tiffani Moodie, FBCM, right

https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/
https://ilcfb.org/engage/governmental-affairs-commodities/local-government-resources/

