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Introduction

County governments all over North Carolina are saving money by 
privatizing services. In an effort to assist in the exchange of  information 
about these activities, the John Locke Foundation conducted a survey 
of  all 100 counties asking county managers to tell us about governmen-
tal activities that they currently supply privately. We also asked them if  
they had problems in the past with a privatized activity that had caused 
them to return the activity to government provision. 

Appendix A of  this report contains the results of  that survey. 
Appendix B contains the survey instrument. We asked managers to 
report their privatization activities in one of  four categories: competi-
tive sourcing, public/private partnerships (PPP), contracting out, and 
asset sales (see the descriptions below). We encouraged managers to 
respond by providing them with a hard-copy survey form and an online 
survey. We followed up with a reminder letter and phone call. 

We received responses from 44 out of  100 N.C. counties, which 
we list in Appendix A. With a few exceptions, we list the information 
in Appendix A as we received it from the county. We have also listed 
county contact names and phone numbers for those who might want 
more detailed information about a county’s privatization activities. 

We have supplied a copy of  this report to all 100 county manag-
ers and county commissioners in the state. We hope this report will 
stimulate more discussion of  privatization among the counties and that 
counties that did not participate in this year’s survey or did not have 
privatization activities to report will participate in the survey next year. 

What Is Privatization?
Privatization is an umbrella term used to describe several tech-

niques that increase competition in the public sector. One of  the pri-
mary differences between the public and private sectors is competi-
tion. Private-sector entrepreneurs must constantly find a way to cut 
costs and lower prices or risk a competitive disadvantage. On the other 
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J o h n  l o c k e  f o u n d at i o n

hand, the public sector can be character-
ized as a monopoly provider. Govern-
ment departments and agencies are often 
the only service provider, but when it has 
competition from the private sector, the 
government has unfair access to taxpayer 
funds. Often governments increase their 
budgets, not by satisfying customers, but 
by satisfying special-interest groups who 
lobby for budget increases. Taxpayers and 
citizens alike benefit from the consider-
ation of  privatization techniques because 
increased competition often lowers costs 
and improves the quality of  services
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Explaining the Different Types of  Privatization

Type Explanation

Competitive 
Sourcing

Uses a bidding process for service contracts, which allows private-sector service 
providers to compete with public-sector agencies. If, for example, the county 
wanted to have open competition for the provision of  landfill operations, the exist-
ing county workers would submit a bid in competition with private companies. 
The lowest bid, public or private, would receive the contract to provide the service.

Public/Private 
Partnership

A joint venture between a government department and a private firm to provide 
some service or perform some function. PPPs are commonly used in building gov-
ernment offices, water-treatment plants, and other capital projects. 

Contracting 
Out

The public sector contracts with a private or nonprofit firm to deliver a service that 
previously had been provided by government personnel. Taxpayers can benefit 
because the contracts are open to competitive bidding. The government maintains 
control through the terms of  the contract. Common examples are food service in 
schools and county jails, parks management, and wastewater treatment. 

Asset 
Sales

A way for governments to increase revenues and cut maintenance costs by shed-
ding nonessential property or commercial-type enterprises. In addition, some 
governments have sold buildings, then leased back needed space. The budget 
crisis in California has prompted the state to consider selling the L.A. Coliseum, 
San Quentin Prison, and a number of  state fairgrounds. Asset sales are also called 
divestiture.

For more information
See the following chapters from the John Locke 
Foundation’s City and County Issue Guide 2011:

•	 Competitive Sourcing
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
06competitivesourcing.html 

•	 Fresh Water and Wastewater Services
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
08freshwater.html

•	 Parks and Recreation
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
09parksandrecreation.html 

•	 Public Transit
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
11publictransit.html

•	 Stadiums, Water Parks, Restaurants, etc. 
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
12stadiums.html

•	 Convention Centers
johnlocke.org/site-docs/research/2011issueguide/ 
13conventioncenters.html 
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Appendix B. Survey Sent to County Managers

Date 
 
 
Dear county manager, 
 
County elected and administrative leaders are currently working with residents to 
investigate innovative solutions to the fiscal crisis.  One cost-saving approach is to 
privatize certain public services.  For example, Haywood County is currently looking into 
the possibility of contracting out its landfill operations.  
 
In an effort to share privatization success stories, as well as problems, we are asking you 
and other county managers to help us gather information about privatization activities at 
the county level.   
 
We respectfully request that you assist in this effort by completing and returning the 
short, two-page survey included with this letter. Or you can fill out the survey online at 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/PrivatizationSurvey   The pass word is “assets.” 
 
We have included a self-addressed stamped envelope for your convenience.  
 
I have also enclosed definitions of different types of privatization and some examples for 
your review.  The most common types of privatization include, contracting out, 
competitive sourcing, public private partnerships and asset sales.  
 
Of course, we will provide you with a copy of the final report and we hope it will be 
useful to you in your efforts to solve the pressing fiscal problems faced by county 
government.   
 
We sincerely appreciate your participation in this important research project.  If you have 
any questions or concerns about the survey, please contact me by phone at 919-828-3876 
or by email at msanera@johnlocke.org. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Michael Sanera 
Director of Research and Local Government Studies 

more >>
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Privatization Survey 
John Locke Foundation 

 
This survey is for _________________________ County 
 
Name of person filling out Survey _______________________  Phone ______________ 
(In case there are follow-up questions) 
 
Does your county currently engage in any of the following types of privatization?  
 (Please refer to the attached definitions and examples.) 
 
1. Contracting Out  ____ Yes ____ No 
If yes, please list the activity and the year you began contracting out this activity 
 
Activity Date 

  

  

  

  

 
2. Competitive Sourcing  ____ Yes ____ No 
If yes, please list each activity and the year you began competitive sourcing this activity 
 
Activity Date 
  

  

  

  

 
3. Public Private Partnerships  ____ Yes ____ No  
If yes, please list each activity and the year you began the PPP for activity 
 
Activity Date 

  

  

  

  

more >>
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4. Asset Sales  ____ Yes ____ No:  
If yes, please list major assets sold during the last 5 years and the year when you sold it.   
 
Activity Year of Sale 

  

  

  

  

 
5. If you have engaged in privatization of government services in the past and 
stopped the practice, please list the services, the years, and the reason why this 
activity was shifted back to the government sector. 
 
Services Years Reason 

   

   

   

   

   

 
Please provide any additional information, comments and/or suggestions here: 
(Information entered here will be kept strictly confidential.) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
____ Please check here if you would like a copy of the final report. 

Thank you very much for your assistance with this survey. 


