


Power Dynamics of Metropolitan 
Atlanta Counties

The Interplay of Boards of Commissioners, Chairpersons & 
County Managers/Administrators
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Introduction to Powers Conferred 
to Counties

Home Rule and Supplementary Powers
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• A county’s local legislation establishes the form or structure of the county governing 
authority. For example, local legislation typically establishes the governing authority as a 
traditional commission, sole commissioner, elected executive, commission-administrator, 
commission-manager or consolidated county structure.

• The local act also designates the number of commissioners, establishes the geographical 
boundaries of each commissioner’s district, sets the length of terms of office, specifies 
whether the commissioners serve staggered or concurrent terms, and states whether the 
chairperson serves full time or part time. 

• The local act specifies how the chairperson is elected 

• Local legislation also specifies whether commissioners run in single-member, at-large 
districts, or a combination of the two.

Forms of Government
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Although not required, more than 120 of Georgia’s 159 
counties currently maintain professional management in one 
form or another — typically, a county manager or a county 
administrator. Slightly more than half of those 120 counties use 
professional staff with the title of county administrator.

Professional Management
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Local legislation may list:

• Powers and duties of the chairperson as well as other county officials and employees such as 
the county attorney, manager, clerk, or finance officer. 

• Requirements regarding commission meetings such as dates and locations or specify use of 
certain meetings procedures such as Robert’s Rules of Order. 

• May also include thresholds and procedures for purchasing. 

In some counties, the commissioners have been given power regarding the compensation of other 
county officers and their employees through local legislation. 

While local legislation to change the form of government is often made subject to a referendum, a 
referendum is not required by the constitution.

LOCAL LEGISLATION
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County “Home Rule” in Georgia is constitutionally granted giving the counties the power to:

1. Adopt clearly reasonable ordinances, resolutions, or regulations relating to its property, 
affairs, and local government; provided that state law has not preempted such enactments.

2. Fix the salary, compensation, and expenses of those employed by such governing authority 
and to establish and maintain retirement or pension systems, insurance, workers’ 
compensation, and hospitalization benefits for said employees.

Home Rule: Counties
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Article IX, Section II, 
Paragraph I



• Affecting any elective county office including salaries or 
personnel except the personnel subject to the 
jurisdiction of the governing authority.

• Affect the composition, form, procedure for election or 
appointment, compensation, and expenses and 
allowances in the nature of compensation of the county 
governing authority.

• Define any criminal offense or providing for criminal 
punishment.

• Adopt any form of taxation beyond that authorized by 
law or by the Constitution.

• Extend the power of regulation over any business 
activity regulated by the Georgia Public Service 
Commission beyond that authorized by local or general 
law or by the Constitution.

• Affect the exercise of the power of eminent domain.

• Affect any court or the personnel thereof.

• Affect any public school system.

Limitation of Home Rule
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County “Home Rule” in Georgia is 
limited by the State Constitution. 
Counties may not take action:



• Police and fire protection.

• Garbage and solid waste collection and 
disposal.

• Public health facilities and services, including 
hospitals, ambulance and emergency rescue 
services, and animal control.

• Street and road construction and maintenance, 
including curbs, sidewalks, street lights, and 
devices to control the flow of traffic on streets 
and roads constructed by counties and 
municipalities or any combination thereof.

• Parks, recreational areas, programs, and 
facilities.

• Storm water and sewage collection and 
disposal systems.

• Development, storage, treatment, purification, 
and distribution of water.

• Public housing.

• Public transportation.

• Libraries, archives, and arts and sciences 
programs and facilities.

• Terminal and dock facilities and parking 
facilities.

• Codes, including building, housing, plumbing, 
and electrical codes.

• Air quality control.

• Retirement or Pension Systems

Supplementary Powers Conferred 
Upon Local Governments
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DeKalb County
Powers of the Boards of Commissioners, Chief Executive Officer 

& Chief Operations Officer
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County Population

764,382

Government Structure

Chief Executive Officer

Board of Commissioners

5 Districts

2 Super-Districts

Chief Operating Officer
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DeKalb County Government
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Chief Executive Officer

Chief Operating Officer County Attorney

Board of Commissioners
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Powers of the Board of 
Commissioners

Powers of the Chief Executive 
Officer

Powers of the Chief Operating 
Officer

Levy taxes, make appropriations, fix 
rates, and authorize debt

Holds exclusive power to supervise 
and control administration of county

Manages daily operations in the 
county

Authorize work to be done in the 
county

Changes, consolidate or abolish 
departments, agencies, or offices 
under their control

Responsible to the CEO and the BOC 
for the proper administration of the 
affairs of the county.

Establish and change public roads, 
private ways, bridges, and ferries

Maintains control over all 
departments except finances

At direction of CEO, may exercise 
any of the administrative duties and 
powers vested in the chief executive

Establish and change election 
precincts

Appoints executive assistant and 
county attorney

Aide to the CEO and the commission

Authorize optional statutes Fixes the compensations of all 
employees 

Regulate land use with planning and 
zoning

Convenes special meetings when 
needed

Create and change special taxing 
districts

Investigates affairs, records, and 
spending

Enact ordinances Represents county in 
intergovernmental matters

Set priority for capital projects Submits an annual report

Adopt all ordinances and regulations 
they deem advisable

Submits proposals for county 
improvement

Prepare agendas for BOC meetings Must give full time service
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How are they hired? How are they dismissed 
from the position?

The CEO appoints the COO • The CEO can dismiss the 
COO 

• The BOC may dismiss the 
COO with the affirmative 
vote of at least 5 members

• The CEO nominates the 
COO but such appointment 
requires BOC approval
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How are they hired? How are they dismissed 
from  the position?

The Department Heads are 
hired by the CEO

• Department Heads can be 
dismissed by the CEO

• The Department of Finance 
cannot be abolished by the 
CEO or the commission



Metropolitan Atlanta Counties
Powers of the Boards of Commissioners, Chairpersons & 

County Managers/Administrators
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Unless otherwise denoted, the following Metropolitan Atlanta County 
Boards of Commissioners have exclusive jurisdiction over the hiring, 
suspension, and removal of the County Manager.  Additionally, the 
chairperson of the Board of Commissioners is an elected at-large.

Board of Commissioners 
General Statement
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County Population

1,066,710

Government Structure

Chairperson 

6 Districts

County Manager

Hiring Authority

The Fulton County Manager is elected by a  
majority vote of the Board of Commissioners for 
an indefinite term.  The county manager may be 
suspended or removed at the pleasure of the 
Board of Commissioners.
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Fulton County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

County Manager

COO
Justice, Public 

Safety, and Tech

COO 
Health, Human 

Services, and Public 
Works

Chief Financial 
Official

County Attorney County Clerk County Auditor
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Powers of the Board of Commissioners Powers of the Chairperson Powers of the County Manager

Establish policy, ordinances, and regulations Preside at meetings of the BOC Appointed by BOC

Adopt the annual budget Official spokesperson of the board Implements BOC policies

Authorize bond referenda Sign all official documents on behalf of BOC Prepares the annual budget for approval

Enact plans for county growth and 
development

Make appointments of BOC to committees, 
boards, and public authorities

Appoints department heads except auditors, 
clerks, and county attorneys

Divide county into service districts Supervises about 5,000 employees

Levy taxes and assessments Supervises the executive branch of Fulton Co.

Control the property of the county Prescribes duties and supervises county 
employees

Establish/alter/abolish roads, bridges and 
ferries

Requires reports from heads of departments

Establish election precincts Authority to examine all books and papers of 
every county department office

Settle claims against the county Authorizes purchases for the county, supply 
requests, and supervise all county funds

Examine/audit all claims or accounts of 
officers

Receives all public work requests

Authority to maintain and operate 
incarceration facilities

Prepares and recommends a budget for each 
calendar year

Redevelopment powers



County Population

957,062

Government Structure

Chairperson

4 Districts 

County Administrator
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Gwinnett County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

County Administrator

Other Boards and 
Authorities

Law Department

Internal Audit

County Clerk

Deputy County 
Administrator
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Board of Commissioners
Powers & Authority

Chairperson
Powers & Authority

County Administrator
Powers & Authority

Fix/establish policies, rules and 
regulations

Preside over meetings of the BOC Manage the day-to-day functions of 
county government

Levy taxes Maintain a full-time office in the 
administrative center

Carry out policies established by the 
BOC

Make appropriations Preside at all public meetings Manage 13 administrative 
departments

Fix rates of all charges Represent county government at 
ceremonial functions

Authorize and execute of contracts Be available to the constituency

Establish/alter/abolish public roads, 
bridges, ferries, and private ways

Coordinate intergovernmental activity

Establish election precincts Submit motions to the BOC as 
necessary

Set priorities for capital 
improvements

Share responsibilities for budget 
approval with BOC

Lead role in needs assessments, 
evaluation of services and policy 
development



County Population

766,149

Government Structure

Chairperson

4 Districts

County Manager

Hiring Authority

The Board of Commissioners carries out 
the hiring and removal procedures for 
County Manager.
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Cobb County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

County Clerk County Manager County Attorney 



Powers of the 
Board of Commissioners

Powers of the Chairperson Powers of the 
County Manager

Fix and establish policies, rules, and 
regulations

Preside over meetings Chief executive officer and 
administrative head of Cobb Co.

Levy taxes Appoint the vice-chairman of the 
commission annually

Control all county departments

Make appropriations Appoint the heads of department Supervise the conduct of appointed 
county officers and department 
heads

Fix rates of all charges Attend all meetings of the board

Call elections for voting of bonds Supervise all contracts

Set priority for capital projects Carry out the policies, rules, and 
regulations from the BOC

Establish/alter/abolish public roads, 
private ways, bridges and ferries

Advise the BOC on financial 
conditions and needs of the county

Exercise all powers for zoning and 
planning

Regulate all purchases of materials 
and supplies

Create and change boundaries of 
special tax districts

See that all laws/ordinances are 
enforced

Confer with elected officials who 
receive financial support from BOC

Hold no other office of employment
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County Population

266,620

Government Structure

Chairperson (elected district member)

5 districts (includes Chairperson)

County manager

Hiring Authority

The County Manager works at the 
discretion of the Board of 
Commissioners.



Cherokee County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

Boards, Committees and 
Authorities County Manager County Clerk County Attorney
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Powers of the Board of 
Commissioners

Powers of the Chairperson Powers of the Chief Operating 
Officer

Direct and control all property of the 
county

Administrative and executive official 
of the board

Appointed by and receives daily 
direction from BOC

Levy taxes Devotes their entire time to the board Interviews candidates for department 
director positions before BOC hires

Establish/change/abolish roads, 
bridges, and ferries

Implements policies set by the BOC Conducts investigations for 
disciplinary actions for departments

Settle claims, charges, and demands 
against the county

Elects director of finance with 
confirmation of BOC

Conducts performance reviews for 
department directors

Examine all claims and accounts of 
officers 

Oversees contractors assigned 
SPLOST projects

Examine all claims for the collecting 
and disbursing of county money

Manage daily operations for strategic 
executions of initiatives

Elect or appoint all minor county 
officers

If COO position is vacant, BOC 
member can fill the position

Regulate land use with a 
development plan/zoning

Set license fees, charges or taxes 
with anyone involved in a profession

Set penalties for violations of zoning 
ordinances

Provide ordinances for preservation 
of county property and equipment



County Population

297,595

Government Structure

Chairperson

6 Districts

Chief Operating Officer

At-large Commissioner

Hiring Authority

The Chief Operating Officer is appointed 
by the Board of Commissioners. The Chief 
Operating Officer performs their duties under 
the direction of the Board of Commissioners. 
The COO is a contracted employee and can 
be terminated by a majority vote of the BOC.
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Clayton County Government

31

Board of 
Commissioners

Chief Financial Officer Staff Attorney Chief Operations Officer



Powers of the Board of 
Commissioners

Powers of the Chairperson Powers of the City Manager

Fix and establish policies, rules, and 
regulations

Chief elective officer of the county Reports to BOC for all affairs of the 
county

Levy taxes Presides over BOC meetings Supervise all contracts

Make appropriations Presides at all public meetings Control all departments of the county

Fix rates and charges for services 
provided by the county

Coordinates intergovernmental 
activity

Advise BOC on financial conditions 
and needs of county

Require all county officers to report 
on the conduct of financial affairs

Submits motions to the BOC See that all laws and ordinances are 
enforced

Execute contracts Shares responsibility with 
commissioners for budget approval

Direct all conduct of appointed county 
officers and department heads

Establish, change, and remove public 
roads, bridges and ferries

Initiates assessments Attend all BOC meetings and 
participate in the discussions

Establish and change election 
precincts

Appoint subcommittee chairmen of 
the commission

Perform the duties required by the 
BOC

Zoning and planning Accept subdivision plats when 
requirements established by the BOC 
have been met

Hold no other office or employment

Create and change special taxing 
districts

Set priority for capital projects
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County Population

251,283

Government Structure

Chairperson (district)

5 Districts

County Manager
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Forsyth County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

Chief Financial Officer County Manager County Attorney
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Powers of the Board of 
Commissioners

Powers of the Chairperson Powers of the County Manager

Direct, control and care for all county 
property

Hold their own hours Perform any and all duties from the 
BOC

Levy taxes Presides over all meetings Hired by the BOC

Establish/alter/abolish public roads, 
bridges and ferries

Serves as executive officer of BOC

Establish and change election 
precincts

Examine and settle claims against 
county

Examine claims and accounts of 
officers

Set the salary of county manager

Regulate license fees

Promote policies regarding 
employees of the county

Set rules for suspension and 
termination



County Population

119,194

Government Structure

Chairperson

4 Districts

County Manager
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Fayette County Government
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Board of 
Commissioners

Boards, Authorities, and 
Agencies County Administrator County Clerk County Attorney
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Powers of the Board of 
Commissioners Powers of the Chairperson

Powers of the County 
Administrator

Holds complete power, authority and 
control on the matters of Fayette 
County

Presiding officer in BOC meetings Subjects to the control, direction, and 
supervision of the BOC

Employs necessary personnel and 
fixes their compensation

Shall be impartial and conduct fair 
meetings

Controls all divisions and 
departments of the county

Land Use Regulations Directs and controls personnel

Makes all purchases for the county Attends BOC meetings

Ensures that all purchases over 
$5,000 are on a competitive bid basis

Recommends measures for BOC to 
adopt and keeps BOC advised on 
financial matters in the county

Prepares and submits annual budget 
and monthly financial reports

Makes and executes all contracts

Cannot make a contract or purchase 
over $10,000 without BOC approval

Enforces all county laws, ordinances 
and provisions
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What other counties in the United 
States have a CEO form of 

government?
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• The commission has 15 members

• While there was a clear intent in adopting the charter to provide for a strong executive branch, the 
county commission is vested with all legislative authority

• Rather than a strong mayor/weak council form of government, Wayne County government is modeled 
after the co-equal branches of the state and federal governments, which are moderated by a court-
developed doctrine on the separation of powers

• The legislative body is mainly limited to making law with great detail as how a goal is to be 
accomplished but cannot supervise the implementation of the law

• The CEO has very substantial administrative authority over all county departments and operations. 
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Powers of the Board of Commissioners Powers of the Chief Executive Officer

Appropriate funds, levy taxes, fees and other charges 
and authorize borrowing

Head of the executive branch of county government

Approve the making of all contracts Executive and administrative power including 
appointments

Approve or reject appointments by the CEO of the 
Deputy CEO, department heads, their deputy directors, 
and members of the BOC

Supervise, coordinates and direct all county facilities, 
operations, and functions 

Override a veto of the CEO by a 2/3 majority Implement and enforce all laws of state and county 
ordinances, resolutions, orders, and rules

Approve, amend, or reject rules or regulations issued by 
any department of the county

Submits reports and recommendations to the BOC on 
county matters

Appoint and remove members of the Board of County 
Canvassers, Metro Airport Zoning Board of Appeals, 
Planning and Development Commission, and County 
Election Scheduling Board

Oversees emergency preparedness

Appoint a Commission Clerk Maintains planning division

Judge the qualifications of Commissioners and remove 
those with a felony during term of office

Holds veto power that the BOC can override with a 2/3 
vote

Establish compensation of elected officers Can be removed from office by the governor
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• 9 districts, 2 At-large members

• Chief Executive Officer holds many of the powers and duties

• County Council focuses on finances and logistics

• The County Executive can hire a Chief Administrative Officer to perform administrative duties and 
exercise general supervision over the agencies of the executive branch
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County Council

Chairman

County Executive Officer

Prince George’s County Government
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Powers of the County Council Powers of the County Executive

Authorize and prioritize the completion of capital projects Holds power and authority of the chief executive officer of 
the county

Choose when to accrue debt and for which projects Controls and supervises all officers, agents, and 
employees under their supervision and authority

Manage bonds except for school construction bonds or 
obligations

Prepares and submits to the council and public and 
annual report six months after the end of fiscal year

Vote on County Legislation Provides councils and committees with information about 
the executive branch and powers

Budget Recommends legislation they deem in the best interest of 
the county to the council 

Appoints and dismisses heads of agencies

Prepare and executive pay plan

Appoint the members of all boards and commissions

Invest excess funds in the best interest of the county

Sign on the county’s behalf on deeds and contracts

Enforce county laws
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• 5 Districts and 2 At-large Divisions

• Parish President carries out the policies adopted by the council.

• As chief administrative officer, the parish president supervises all parish operations except for the offices of the 
Jefferson Parish sheriff, clerk of court, assessor, coroner, district attorney, and the public school board

• Chief Operating Officer is appointed by the parish president and assists the parish president in the supervision 
and coordination of the duties and obligations imposed upon the parish president by the Charter. Such 
assistance as provided by a staff member may include, but not be limited to, assuming the duties and 
responsibilities of an appointing authority for a department within parish government operations.

• https://jefferson-parish-
government.azureedge.net/(DRAFT)%20Recommended%20Amendments%20of%20the%20Charter%20Advisor
y%20Board.pdf

https://jefferson-parish-government.azureedge.net/(DRAFT)%20Recommended%20Amendments%20of%20the%20Charter%20Advisory%20Board.pdf


Jefferson Parish Government
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Parish President

Chief Operating Officer

Deputy Chief Operating Officer

Parish Council

Parish Chairperson
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Powers of the Parish Council Powers of the Parish Council 
Chairperson

Powers of the Parish President

Legislative and policy-making body of 
the parish

Sign and authorize any and all 
contractual agreements on behalf of 
the parish

Chief administrative officer of the 
parish government

Levy and collect property taxes and 
other revenues

Elected at the same time and term as 
councilmembers 

Make comprehensive plans for 
development and zoning purposes 
and provide law enforcement, police 
protection, and traffic control services

Responsible for the administration 
and supervision of all parish 
departments, offices, agencies, and 
districts

Provide and maintain streets, 
highways, bridges, tunnels, and off-
street parking facilities

Power to appoint and remove all 
employees of the parish responsible 
to them

Make plans for traffic control and 
implement traffic control materials

Carries out the policies adopted by 
the PC 

Regulate air, water, rail, bus, and 
public transportation terminals

Deals with administrative officers and 
employees on behalf of PC

Establish parish housing, urban 
rehabilitation, and urban conservation 
programs

Make investigations of parish affairs

Prepare and enforce building and 
technical codes for licensing

Make appropriations 

Hold power of eminent domain 



Since 1927, the Carl Vinson Institute of Government has been 
an integral part of the University of Georgia. A public service 

and outreach unit of the university, the Institute of 
Government is the largest and most comprehensive university 
based organization serving governments in the United States 
through research services, customized assistance, training 

and development, and the application of technology.
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