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MEMORANDUM 
 
TO:  The Honorable Timothy M. Kaine 
  Governor of Virginia 
 
  The Honorable Lacey E. Putney 
  Chairman, House Appropriations Committee 
 
  The Honorable Charles J. Colgan, Sr. 
  Chairman, Senate Finance Committee 
 
FROM: Anthony Conyers, Jr. 
 
SUBJECT: Consolidation of Local Departments of Social Services in Localities with 

Populations of 20, 000 of less 
 
 

I am pleased to submit the Department of Social Services’ report examining the potential 
efficiencies and cost savings that could result from the consolidation of local departments of 
social services in localities with populations of 20,000 or less, which has been prepared pursuant 
to Item 339(F) of the 2008 Appropriation Act. If you have questions or need additional 
information concerning this report, please contact me. 
 
 
 
AC/lrm 
 
 
 

7 North 8th Street • Richmond, VA, 23219-1849 
http://www.dss.state.va.us  •  (804) 726-7000  •  TDD 1-800-828-1120 
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Preface 
 

This report is submitted pursuant to Item 339(F) of the 2008 Appropriation Act (Act), 
which requires the Commissioner of the Department of Social Services (DSS) to work with 
certain governing bodies of localities to examine and identify potential efficiencies or general 
fund cost savings as a result of consolidating certain local departments of social services (LDSS):   
 

Beginning July 1, 2008, the Commissioner of Social Services shall work with the 
governing bodies of localities operating a single jurisdiction local department of social 
services with 2007 provisional population estimates of 20,000 or less to examine and 

identify efficiencies or general fund cost savings as a result of consolidating those 
programs and/or administrative operations.  The Commissioner of Social Services, in 
consultation with the identified local governing bodies, shall include a comparative 

evaluation of costs in localities operating a single jurisdiction local department of social 
services below and above populations of 20,000, conformity of staffing patterns with 

established workload measures in such smaller localities, and compliance with 
established performance measures in those small agencies.  The Commissioner shall 

report on the potential savings accrued by this action to the Governor and the Chairmen 
of the House Appropriations and Senate Finance Committees by December 1, 2008.
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Executive Summary 
 
 A review of data collected in accordance with the study resolution presents no 
compelling reason to mandate consolidation of LDSS in localities with populations of less than 
20,000.  However, a review of previous studies and reports, as well as the comments of directors 
of LDSS’ that have recently consolidated, suggests anecdotally that localities that voluntarily 
consolidate with a common objective of reducing costs and improving services are likely to 
achieve those objectives over time.  Neither the statistical data nor the anecdotal data suggest an 
immediate appreciable cost savings or service improvement.   
 
 The Executive Summary of “The Need for Restructuring the Commonwealth’s Local 
Social Services Delivery System,” a legislative subcommittee report completed in 1993 on the 
need for restructuring the Commonwealth’s local social services delivery system, states: 
 

Although the impetus for this study was a Wilder administration budget-reduction 
proposal to consolidate the management of the Commonwealth’s 124 local social service 
agencies into 38 agencies, the scope of the study included an examination of 
administrative costs and automation needs of local agencies.  The subcommittee 
concluded that consolidation proposals imposing financial penalties on local social 
services agencies that fail to consolidate should not be pursued and that incentives for 
cooperation and consolidation would be a more productive avenue to pursue.  

 
It does not appear that the environment for consolidation has changed significantly in a 

manner that would render the current environment conducive to mandatory consolidation. 
 
 A 2003 report by the Commissioner of DSS entitled “Report on the Study of 
Consolidation of Local Departments of Social Services” examined the consolidation of LDSS 
and the criteria and models used by jurisdictions to consolidate.  The report contained several 
recommendations for future studies, including: 
 

Conduct a study of local departments in designated geographic areas to determine if a 
combination of incentives, State department support and regional cooperation would 
facilitate consolidation. 

 
Examine the creation of departments of human services in localities across Virginia. 

 
Examine models for consolidation to develop a comprehensive method for localities to 
use when considering consolidation….” 

 
DSS continues to believe that these recommendations have merit. 
 
 In addition, the General Assembly may wish to consider alternative efficiencies through 
use of technology.  Enterprise applications have shown the capability to demonstrate efficiencies 
in the administration of program functions.  Exploring technological advancements, including 
the use of enterprise applications to enhance efficiencies, may be a more viable long term 
solution.
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Consolidation of Local Departments of Social Services in 
Localities with Populations of 20,000 or Less 

 
Introduction 
 
 Human services in Virginia are delivered through a state supervised locally administered 
network of governmental agencies.  DSS provides policy guidance and funding to 120 LDSS, 
which, in turn, provide the predominance of human services delivery in the Commonwealth.  
The sources of the funding for these delivery activities are comprised of federal, state and local 
funds.   
 

Since 2002, the Appropriation Act has contained language that requires the 
Commissioner of DSS to work with localities that seek to voluntarily merge and consolidate their 
respective LDSS.  State funds cannot be used to require localities to merge or consolidate their 
LDSS. 
 

Over the years several localities have consolidated their LDSS for various reasons.  The 
localities that have consolidated include: 
 

• Halifax County/Town of South Boston (formerly a city), 
• Roanoke County/City of Salem, 
• Augusta County/Cities of Staunton and Waynesboro, 
• Chesterfield County/City of Colonial Heights, 
• Bedford County/City of Bedford, 
• Greensville County/City of Emporia, 
• Fairfax County/Cities of Fairfax and Falls Church, 
• Rockbridge County/Cities of Lexington and Buena Vista, 
• York County/City of Poquoson, 
• Rockingham County/City of Harrisonburg, 
• Henry County/City of Martinsville, and 
• Alleghany County/City of Covington/Town of Clifton Forge (formerly a city). 

 
Previous Consolidation Studies and Position Papers 
 
 In response to various initiatives, studies examining consolidation of LDSS have been 
conducted over the years.  The following is a summary of recent studies and their conclusions 
and recommendations. 
 
 The 1991 Session of the General Assembly adopted Senate Joint Resolution 213 and 
House Joint Resolution 314, identical resolutions establishing a joint subcommittee to study the 
need for restructuring the Commonwealth’s local social services delivery system.  “The Need for 
Restructuring the Commonwealth’s Local Social Services Delivery System,” presented to the 
1993 Session of the General Assembly, reported the results of the study.  The Executive 
Summary stated: 
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Although the impetus for this study was a Wilder administration budget-reduction 
proposal to consolidate the management of the Commonwealth’s 124 local social service 
agencies into 38 agencies, the scope of the study included an examination of 
administrative costs and automation needs of local agencies.  The subcommittee 
concluded that consolidation proposals imposing financial penalties on local social 
services agencies that fail to consolidate should not be pursued and that incentives for 
cooperation and consolidation would be a more productive avenue to pursue.  The 
subcommittee determined that it was not advisable to separate administrative costs from 
direct service costs in the appropriation act but that it would be beneficial to included 
language in the act stating that the appropriation for administrative costs includes 
eligibility and social worker salaries.  The Department of Social Services Application 
Benefit Delivery Automation Project (ADAPT) was endorsed by the subcommittee with 
a reminder to continue to work closely with localities in the development and 
implementation of the project. 

 
 In October of 2002, the Virginia League of Social Services Executives (VLSSE), the 
organization that represents the majority of the LDSS throughout the Commonwealth, issued a 
position paper on consolidation of LDSS.  That paper concludes with the following statement: 
 

In summary, the League is supportive of those localities that wish to consider 
consolidation and voluntarily consolidate their local departments of social services.  
However, a state mandate to consolidate local social services against the wishes of 
localities is not justified by cost savings or service improvements and is opposed by the 
League. 

 
 In December of 2003, the Commissioner of DSS submitted a report to the Governor and 
General Assembly in compliance with Item 352(E) of the 2003 Appropriation Act.  The “Report 
on the Study of Consolidation of Local Departments of Social Services” presented the results of 
a study to examine consolidation of LDSS and the criteria and models used by jurisdictions to 
consolidate.  Study findings included in the report related to mandatory consolidation, voluntary 
cooperation and consolidation, proposed incentives, and further considerations and 
recommendations for future studies.   
 

First, the study concluded that mandatory consolidation was not consistent with the Code 
of Virginia (Code) as it was written and contrary to the recommendations in the aforementioned 
1993 Joint Subcommittee report.  Second, the report stated that there was local support for the 
development of incentives to encourage or assist voluntary consolidation or other cooperative 
activities.  The study enumerated several such incentives.  Third, the study suggested areas of 
interest developed by both DSS and LDSS that DSS could explore.  Finally, the report included 
recommendations for future studies.  Those recommendations were: 
 

Conduct a study of local departments in designated geographic areas to determine if a 
combination of incentives, State department support and regional cooperation would 
facilitate consolidation. 
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Examine the creation of departments of human services in localities across Virginia.  
Departments of human services can bring together local agencies with similar and 
overlapping missions or target populations under a single administrative umbrella.  The 
types of related functions might include social services, health, employment and training, 
mental health, and school health. Departments of Human Services currently exist in large 
urban areas such as Fairfax, Arlington, Alexandria, Newport News and Richmond. This 
type of arrangement is able to capitalize on local cost allocation by drawing down federal 
funds to maximize the delivery of services. 

 
Examine models for consolidation to develop a comprehensive method for localities to 
use when considering consolidation. Each model (district, contract for services and 
agency-specific) has its own features that may be attractive to localities. The district 
model is the only one that is specifically authorized in the Code of Virginia. The 
authorization of other models in the Code should be examined to determine if it would 
serve as a catalyst for additional voluntary efforts among local departments. 

 
 In November of 2007, the Director of the Washington County Department of Social 
Services issued a report entitled “Comments on Feasibility of Consolidating the Departments of 
Social Services in Washington County and the City of Bristol, Virginia.”  This report is relevant 
because it references a 1999 study on consolidation completed by the consulting firm KPMG.  
According to the 2007 report, KPMG concluded that: 
  

• There would be no cost savings in consolidating the two social services departments. 
• Consolidation had the potential of significantly increasing the cost of social services. 
• Consumers would not be better served by a consolidated agency. 
• Services and consumer conveniences may decrease under a consolidated model. 
• There would probably be an undesirable increase in administrative complexity. 
 
It should be noted that a copy of the KPMG study could not be located to confirm these 

conclusions. 
 
Survey of Local Departments of Social Services who recently Consolidated  
 
 In the fall of 2008, DSS staff contacted the directors of the four LDSS that most recently 
went through consolidation and asked them a series of questions.  The questions can be found in 
Appendix D.  The result of the survey follows.  
 
Staunton/Augusta/Waynesboro 
 
 Governmental officials decided to consolidate the Waynesboro Department of Social 
Services with the Staunton/Augusta Department of Social Services to contain cost and to 
improve the service delivery.  The local share of the Comprehensive Services Act (CSA) was 
much higher for Waynesboro Department of Social Services than it was for Staunton/Augusta 
Department of Social Services.  Also, the Waynesboro Department of Social Services was a 
weaker performing agency than Staunton/Augusta Department of Social Services.  The 
consolidation resulted in cost savings because the local share of CSA for the Waynesboro 
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Department of Social Services was lowered.  Also, because of an increase in the efficiency in 
service delivery, the need for CSA services in Waynesboro was reduced.  The Director and 
Assistant Director positions for the Waynesboro Department of Social Services were eliminated 
resulting in additional cost savings. 
 
 The Director indicated that the Waynesboro Department of Social Services was a weak 
agency.  With the consolidation, the Waynesboro Department of Social Services received the 
needed guidance to become a strong agency.  The delivery of services in Waynesboro has 
improved since the consolidation. 
 
Rockingham/Harrisonburg 
 
 In the 1980s and early 1990s, Rockingham and Harrisonburg officials started working 
together on a number of issues.  They looked for opportunities to cooperate together on and 
decided that merging the Rockingham Department of Social Services and the Harrisonburg 
Department of Social Services was one of these items.  The merger resulted in a cost savings of 
$75,000 the first year.  Most of this was in office operations.  However, the real costs savings 
have occurred over time.   
 
 The Director indicated that the success or failure of consolidation depends on the 
localities and why they are consolidating.  If two agencies are considering consolidation just to 
save money, then consolidation should not occur.  If the agencies are considering consolidation 
to improve services, then it is something that should seriously be considered.  It is critical that 
the supervisory bodies support the concept of consolidation. 
 
Henry/Martinsville 
 
 In contrast to the Rockingham/Harrisonburg consolidation, the decision to merge the 
Martinsville Department of Social Services and the Henry Department of Social Services was 
initiated by the local governments.  Neither local board of social services was involved in the 
decision.  The consolidation resulted in the need for more workers and supervisors, thus resulting 
in an increase in expenditures. 
 
 The Director indicated that the delivery of services has been hampered because the 
agency still separates its funding into two “pots” (one for Martinsville and one for Henry) and it 
is difficult to determine in which locality some clients live.  This results in costs often being 
charged to the wrong locality and the agency receiving charge backs.  The Director stated that 
the consolidation has been very hard on staff members and members of the local boards.  
Because the county currently has more board members than the city, the county can override the 
city.  Some of the board members are discussing undoing the consolidation.  The agency needs a 
new building.  The county has a building they are willing to have the agency move into, but the 
city is not willing to go along with this plan. 
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Alleghany/Covington/Clifton Forge 
 
The Clifton Forge Department of Social Services was merged with the Alleghany/Covington 
Department of Social Services when Clifton Forge became a town.  Clifton Forge asked to be 
changed from a city to a town because they could not afford to provide the needed services, 
especially within the school system.  The merger resulted in a need for more supervisors since all 
of the workers from the two agencies maintained employment.  This resulted in an increase in 
expenditures. 
 
 The Director indicated that there were no major positives to the merger.  There were no 
cost savings and, at least in the beginning, there were additional expenditures.  The Director 
stated that if you consolidated two counties, either the clients would have a longer distance to go 
or there would be a need for a satellite office which would not save any money. 
 
 The results of the DSS survey were mixed, with Staunton/Augusta/Waynesboro and 
Rockingham/Harrisonburg suggesting that their consolidations reduced costs and increased the 
efficiency of service delivery, while the Henry/Martinsville and Alleghany/Covington/Clifton 
Forge experiences did not appear to have the same results.  An observation regarding the latter 
two consolidations was that the impetus for their consolidations was much different than for the 
former two consolidations. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
 For analysis purposes, data related to costs, staffing and workload were aggregated into 
two groups, small LDSS and large LDSS.  Small LDSS were single jurisdiction LDSS in 
localities with a population of less than 20,000.  Based on population estimates found on the 
website of the Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service of the University of Virginia, 44 LDSS 
fall within the small LDSS category.  Appendix E contains a map with the localities that these 
LDSS represent highlighted.  The average population of the small localities is 12,215 with 14.6% 
of the residents living below the poverty level and an unemployment rate of 5.2%.  Alternatively, 
the average population of the larger localities is 94,403, with 12.3% living below the poverty 
level and an unemployment rate of 4.9%.   
 
 The study resolution required the Commissioner to perform a comparative evaluation of 
costs in small and larger localities, conformity of staffing patterns with established workload 
measures in such smaller localities, and compliance with established performance measures in 
those small agencies. 
 
 The complicated nature of the funding of human services programs must be recognized 
when reviewing cost data for small and larger LDSS.  Funds are received from the federal, state, 
and local governments and often there are restrictions on how the funds can be used.  For 
simplification and relevance to the Commonwealth’s budget, DSS looked at state funds 
expended at the local level.  In State Fiscal Year (SFY) 08, small LDSS, which make up 
approximately 37% of all LDSS, expended 10% of state funds allocated to LDSS for 
administrative line items and 6.0% of state funds allocated to LDSS for non administrative line 
items. 
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 Using data from the Local Employee Tracking System (LETS) it was determined that 
small LDSS had 10.3% of all approved positions in the Commonwealth. 
 
 The table below presents the average monthly caseload by program for small and larger 
LDSS.  The average was obtained by looking at monthly caseloads from January of 2007 
through July of 2007.  The last column of the table shows the proportion of the total caseload 
that is handled by the small LDSS.  Compared to their share of staff (10.3%), the data suggest 
that small LDSS handle a disproportionate share of energy assistance and adult services cases, a 
roughly proportionate share of most benefit programs, and a slightly less than proportionate 
share of most other service programs, child care and fraud. 
 

Average Monthly Caseload by Program for Small LDSS and Larger LDSS 
Program Small 

LDSS 
Larger LDSS % of Cases in Small 

LDSS 
Benefit Programs 
Medicaid 46,640 398,597 10% 
Food Stamps 28,413 231,809 11% 
Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) 2,927 33,330 8% 

Energy Assistance 2,337 12,212 16% 
Auxiliary Grants 554 4,914 10% 
State/Local Hospitalization 483 4,768 9% 
Title IV-E Eligibility Determination 274 4,081 6% 
General Relief 123 4,359 3% 
Employment Services 
Virginia Initiative for Employment 
not Welfare (VIEW)  1,222 12,090 9% 

Food Stamp Employment and 
Training Program (FSET) 329 17,179 2% 

VIEW Transitional Payment 
(VTP) 70 1,310 5% 

Service Programs 
Information and Referral 802 11,233 7% 
Child Protective Services (CPS) 1,335 16,643 7% 
Foster Care 639 7,472 8% 
Home Studies 135 1,516 8% 
Post-Adoption Services 246 5,555 4% 
Adult Protective Services (APS) 530 6,420 8% 
Adult Services 957 5,995 14% 
Child Care 969 14,975 6% 
Fraud 124 1,939 6% 
Source:  Various VDSS information systems. 
 
 A review of the performance indicators for the various human services programs show no 
appreciable differences in performance between small and larger LDSS, especially when 
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demographics and staffing are taken into consideration.  From a staffing standpoint, this report 
previously noted that 10.3% of approved positions resided in the 44 small LDSS, while the 
remaining 89.7% resided in the larger LDSS.  Below are performance indicator comparisons of 
small and larger LDSS: 
 

Average Results of Benefit Programs Performance Indicators 
for Small LDSS and Larger LDSS 

Performance Indicator Small LDSS Larger LDSS
Food Stamps, percent of applications processed timely 99.2% 99.0%
Food Stamp participation rate 59.4% 58.8%
Food Stamp Quality Assurance error rate, positive 2.0% 4.0%
Food Stamp Quality Assurance error rate, negative 1.3% 11.6%
Food Stamp denial rate 21.0% 22.7%
Job retention rate 67.6% 68.8%
VIEW average hourly wage $7.31 $7.51
VIEW percent employed 56.6% 59.6%
TANF denial rate 20.8% 22.9%
TANF, percent of applications processed timely 99.6% 98.8%
TANF work participation rate 35.6% 45.2%
Medicaid, percent of applications processed timely 95.7% 93.6%
Medicaid, percent of reviews processed timely 97.9% 96.8%
Source:  Performance Indicators Monthly Report for July 2008 
 
 

Average Results of Child Welfare Performance Indicators 
For Small LDSS and Larger LDSS 

Performance Indicator Small LDSS Larger LDSS
Recurrence of maltreatment (Goal: <=6.1%) 0.7% 1.8%
Maltreatment in foster care (Goal: <=0.57% 0.3% 0.2%
Reunification within 12 months (Goal: >=76.2%) 67.4% 65.9%
Adoption finalized within 24 months (Goal: >=32%) 35.9% 33.0%
No more than 2 placements in 12 months
(Goal: >=86.7%) 

90.5% 88.1%

Reentry into foster care within 12 months
(Goal: <=8.6%) 

5.3% 4.0%

Source: Division of Family Services’ Progress to Excellence Report 
for July, 2007 – June, 2008 

 
 In reviewing the staffing patterns in small LDSS with established workload measures, 
DSS utilized caseload counts from various information systems and the recent Hornby Zeller 
workload study.  The net case worker need for each LDSS can be calculated as the number of 
case workers needed to perform core case management functions, according to the recent 
workload study, minus the number of case worker positions approved.  A positive number 
indicates a need for additional case workers and a negative number indicates more case workers 
are present than are needed.  The table below suggests that small LDSS have more case workers 
relative to workload than larger LDSS.  On average, small LDSS have 0.7 more case workers 
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than called for by the workload study and larger LDSS have 3.9 fewer case workers than needed.  
The small LDSS have about 6% more approved case worker positions than are needed according 
to the workload study and the larger LDSS have about 6% fewer approved positions than are 
needed. 
 

Average Number of Additional Case Workers Needed  
by Small LDSS and Larger LDSS by Program Category 

Average Number Needed Percentage of Approved 
Positions Program Category 

Small LDSS Larger LDSS Small LDSS Larger LDSS 
Benefit Programs -0.6 2.7 -7.7% 7.6% 
Service Programs -0.1 1.2 -1.6% 4.2% 
Total -0.7 3.9 -5.5% 6.0% 
Note:  Benefit Programs includes Employment Services, Energy Assistance, and Fraud.  

Service Programs includes Child Care. 
Sources:  VDSS’ Office of Research calculations based on LETS extract as of August 8, 

2008 and workload study results. 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 A review of data collected in accordance with the study resolution presents no 
compelling reason to mandate consolidation of LDSS in localities with populations of less than 
20,000.  However, a review of previous studies and reports as well as the comments of directors 
of LDSS’ that have recently consolidated suggests anecdotally that localities that voluntarily 
consolidate with a common objective of reducing costs and improving services are likely to 
achieve those objectives over time.  Neither the statistical data nor the anecdotal data suggest an 
immediate appreciable cost savings or service improvement.   
 
 The Executive Summary of “The Need for Restructuring the Commonwealth’s Local 
Social Services Delivery System,” a legislative subcommittee report completed in 1993 on the 
need for restructuring the Commonwealth’s local social services delivery system, states: 
 

Although the impetus for this study was a Wilder administration budget-reduction 
proposal to consolidate the management of the Commonwealth’s 124 local social service 
agencies into 38 agencies, the scope of the study included an examination of 
administrative costs and automation needs of local agencies.  The subcommittee 
concluded that consolidation proposals imposing financial penalties on local social 
services agencies that fail to consolidate should not be pursued and that incentives for 
cooperation and consolidation would be a more productive avenue to pursue. 

 
It does not appear that the environment for consolidation has changed significantly in a manner 
that would render the current environment conducive to mandatory consolidation. 
 
 A 2003 report by the Commissioner of DSS entitled “Report on the Study of 
Consolidation of Local Departments of Social Services” examined the consolidation of LDSS 
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and the criteria and models used by jurisdictions to consolidate.  The report contained several 
recommendations for future studies: 
 

Conduct a study of local departments in designated geographic areas to determine if a 
combination of incentives, State department support and regional cooperation would 
facilitate consolidation. 

 
Examine the creation of departments of human services in localities across Virginia. 

 
Examine models for consolidation to develop a comprehensive method for localities to 
use when considering consolidation…. 

 
DSS continues to believe that these recommendations have merit. 
 
 In addition, the General Assembly may wish to consider alternative efficiencies through 
use of technology.  Enterprise applications have shown the capability to demonstrate efficiencies 
in the administration of program functions.  Exploring technological advancements, including 
the use of enterprise applications to enhance efficiencies, may be a more viable long term 
solution. 
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Appendix A 

Item 339(F) of the 2008 Appropriation Act (Act) 

Beginning July 1, 2008, the Commissioner of Social Services shall work with the 
governing bodies of localities operating a single jurisdiction local department of 
social services with 2007 provisional population estimates of 20,000 or less to 
examine and identify efficiencies or general fund cost savings as a result of 
consolidating those programs and/or administrative operations.  The 
Commissioner of Social Services, in consultation with the identified local 
governing bodies, shall include a comparative evaluation of costs in localities 
operating a single jurisdiction local department of social services below and 
above populations of 20,000, conformity of staffing patterns with established 
workload measures in such smaller localities, and compliance with established 
performance measures in those small agencies.  The Commissioner shall report on 
the potential savings accrued by this action to the Governor and the Chairmen of 
the House Appropriations and Senate Finance Committees by December 1, 2008. 
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 
 
 

Survey Questions to LDSS that recently consolidated 
 

1. Why did government officials decide to consolidate the local departments of social services? 
 
2. Did the consolidation result in any cost savings? 
 
3. Did the consolidation increase the cost for either locality?  If yes, how much and in what 

areas? 
 
4. Did the consolidation lead to increased efficiencies in the delivery of any services?  If yes, 

which services and how did they become more efficient? 
 
5. Would you recommend consolidation to other local departments of social services?  Why or 

why not?
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Appendix E 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map showing Small Localities 
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