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Executive Thesis
Memphis is best understood not simply as a mayor and a city council, but as a large majority-Black Southern
city operating inside a fragmented metropolitan and state system. Its formal municipal structure is a
strong-mayor government, but its actual political system is a network of city departments, Shelby County
institutions, school governance, courts, the district attorney, the sheriff, MLGW, airport and port authorities,
transportation agencies, business coalitions, churches, neighborhood organizations, local media, and the
Tennessee state government. In Memphis, power is exercised through budget control, appointments,
contracting, policing, land use, infrastructure, prosecution, education governance, and control over regional
development assets.

The central contradiction is that Memphis contains the region’s core population, culture, poverty, crime
pressure, infrastructure burdens, and Black political power, while much of the metropolitan tax base,
middle-class residential growth, and conservative political leverage sits outside the city in Shelby County
suburbs or in state government. This makes Memphis a case study in the politics of major Southern cities: a
local Black-majority city trying to govern urban problems in a Republican-controlled state with strong suburban
and exurban influence.

Several facts anchor the analysis. The City of Memphis describes itself as a strong-mayor government in which
the council checks executive power; the mayor provides leadership to city divisions and has sole contracting
authority, while the council approves budgets, makes land-use decisions, establishes the property tax rate, and
exercises legislative powers [1][2]. Memphis has a 13-member council: seven single-member districts and six
super-district members, three elected from each of two half-city super districts [2][3]. The mayor and council
serve four-year terms with a two-term limit, and Paul Young was sworn in as mayor on January 1, 2024 [1][4].

How to Read This Report
This report is an institutional map. It does not treat politics as campaign gossip. It treats politics as the control of
authority, money, land, public safety, legitimacy, and implementation capacity. The main question is: who can
make decisions, who can block decisions, who pays, who implements, and who is held accountable?
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Figure 1. Strong-mayor structure: the mayor drives administration; the council checks through legislation, budget, land use, tax rate, and public
oversight.

1. Constitutional and Charter Position of Memphis
Memphis is a municipal corporation within Tennessee. Its powers are not sovereign; they are delegated and
constrained by the Tennessee Constitution, state statutes, its charter, ordinances, and state-local doctrines. This
matters because local democracy in Memphis is real but not complete. The city governs police, fire, roads,
land-use decisions, housing programs, public works, and many local services, but schools, prosecution, courts,
sheriff functions, many transportation decisions, and several regional authorities sit outside direct city control.

The Memphis City Charter is the local constitution of the city. It organizes the mayor-council system, officer
qualifications, the terms and limits of elected officials, budget procedure, appointments, departments, boards,
and the legal relationship between the city’s executive and legislative branches. The charter is not merely an old
legal document. It is a power-distribution instrument: it tells us which decisions are executive, which are
legislative, which require council approval, which can be delegated to administrative divisions, and which may
be overridden by state law.

Memphis has operated under its present mayor-council form since January 1, 1968, when it replaced the earlier
commission form of government [1]. This historical switch matters. Commission government concentrated
department control in elected commissioners. The current structure separates executive administration from
council legislation, which makes Memphis look like many large American cities: a mayor manages the
administrative machine, and a council approves money, land-use decisions, ordinances, and major policy
checks.

2. Strong-Mayor Government and the Mayor’s Powers
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The mayor is the central executive actor. Memphis calls its structure a strong-mayor form of government [1].
The mayor’s practical power comes from control over administration, the budget proposal, appointments,
agenda-setting, public messaging, intergovernmental negotiation, and contracting. The City of Memphis states
that the mayor provides leadership and operational guidelines to all divisions and has sole contracting
authority for the city [1].

That power is both administrative and political. Administratively, the mayor is responsible for the city’s
day-to-day apparatus: police, fire, public works, general services, finance, housing and community
development, parks, libraries, human resources, legal services, engineering, and other divisions. Politically, the
mayor is the city’s chief negotiator with Shelby County, state government, federal agencies, business
institutions, philanthropic actors, the Greater Memphis Chamber, Downtown Memphis organizations,
neighborhood coalitions, and public safety agencies.

Mayor Paul Young’s biography also reflects the institutional character of modern Memphis politics. Before
becoming mayor, he led the Downtown Memphis Commission and served as director of Housing and
Community Development, which placed him at the intersection of redevelopment, neighborhood investment,
planning, housing, and public-private partnerships [4]. That background fits a city whose major conflicts are not
only partisan, but spatial: downtown redevelopment versus neighborhood reinvestment, core growth versus
suburban flight, and public-private development strategy versus basic service delivery.

Executive tools
• Budget proposal: the mayor frames the city’s operating and capital priorities before council hearings and

amendments.

• Contracts: sole contracting authority makes procurement, service agreements, consultants, capital work, and
intergovernmental agreements major mayoral tools [1].

• Appointments: the mayor appoints board members to multiple agencies, commissions, and authorities, including
MLGW and MATA, subject to approval rules where applicable [1].

• Administrative command: the mayor sets operational direction for city divisions, although labor agreements,
civil-service rules, state law, litigation, and budget limits constrain implementation.

• Public narrative: in a city heavily shaped by crime, poverty, infrastructure, and racial politics, the mayor’s ability
to define “the problem” is itself a form of power.

3. City Council Structure, Super Districts, and Oversight
Memphis’s City Council is the legislative branch. The city uses a distinctive 13-member system. Seven council
members are elected from single-member districts. Six are elected from two super districts, three from each
half-city super district [2][3]. In practical terms, each voter has one district council member and three
super-district council members, so each citizen votes for four council seats [3].

This structure creates two kinds of representation. District seats create geographic accountability: roads, blight,
police presence, parks, code enforcement, drainage, zoning, and constituent services. Super-district seats create
broader coalition politics: candidates must appeal across half of the city, which can moderate some
neighborhood politics but also gives better-funded, better-known candidates an advantage. The super-district
structure is one reason Memphis politics cannot be analyzed only by neighborhoods. Citywide-half coalitions
matter.

The council’s core powers include adopting the budget, setting the property tax rate, passing ordinances,
approving or rejecting land-use matters, organizing into committees, and providing oversight of the executive
branch [2]. Council meetings are held on the first and third Tuesdays and are open to the public [2]. The
council’s most important power is often not its power to originate policy, but its power to amend, delay,
investigate, approve, reject, or attach conditions to the mayoral and administrative agenda.
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Figure 2. Memphis City Council election structure: a hybrid of neighborhood districts and half-city super districts.

Council strengths and weaknesses
The council is strongest when issues require ordinance language, appropriations, tax rates, zoning approvals,
appointments, or highly visible public hearings. It is weaker when oversight requires deep staff analysis,
operational command, or continuous monitoring of police, public works, procurement, or capital-project
execution. Like many American city councils, Memphis’s council can be institutionally outmatched by the
executive branch’s administrative apparatus unless it invests in professional budget, legal, audit, and policy
capacity.

4. Budget Formation and Municipal Finance
Municipal finance is where Memphis politics becomes concrete. A mayor can promise public safety, youth
programs, housing, and infrastructure, but the annual operating budget and capital improvement program
determine what is actually staffed, repaired, built, funded, or postponed. The city publishes proposed and
adopted budget books, and the city’s public budget pages link operating budget, capital improvement program,
debt service, and departmental budget-hearing materials [5].

The budget process is typically a sequence: the administration prepares projections, department requests, and
mayoral priorities; the mayor submits a proposed operating budget and capital plan; the council holds hearings;
departments defend requests; council members seek amendments; and the final budget, tax rate, and capital
plan are adopted. Tennessee local governments must prepare annual budget documents; Memphis’s guide
places this requirement inside its public explanation of the city budget process [5].

Memphis’s fiscal politics is shaped by five structural pressures. First, public safety consumes a large share of
political attention and operating capacity. Second, old infrastructure creates deferred-maintenance costs in
streets, drainage, sewers, bridges, fleet, facilities, and solid waste. Third, poverty and low household income
reduce fiscal resilience even where the city has important logistics, medical, cultural, and tourism assets.

The American Newspaper | The Memphis Times Page 5 of 20



Fourth, schools are not governed by the city, but education outcomes shape city crime, workforce,
neighborhood stability, and political legitimacy. Fifth, the city must compete with suburbs that offer different
tax, school, housing, and safety perceptions.

Revenue and expenditure politics
Memphis relies on a mix of property taxes, local sales taxes, state-shared revenues, fees, service charges, grants,
debt financing, and intergovernmental or authority-based funding mechanisms. The politics of the property tax
rate is especially important because homeowners, renters, landlords, developers, and businesses experience it
differently. Tax resistance in a low-income city creates a governing dilemma: the need for services rises where
ability to pay is constrained.

The capital budget is the city’s physical political map. Paving, drainage, parks, libraries, fire stations, community
centers, sidewalks, sewer systems, and public facilities reveal which neighborhoods are prioritized and which
remain stuck in deferred maintenance. This is why infrastructure politics in Memphis is also race and class
politics.

5. Ordinances, Administration, and Department Power
The ordinance-making process is the legal form of local policymaking. Ordinances amend the municipal code,
set rules, authorize programs, adjust local regulatory regimes, and often require multiple readings, committee
review, legal analysis, and council votes. Resolutions may express policy positions, approve contracts, adopt
plans, or authorize transactions without changing the code in the same way. Land-use decisions often operate
through zoning, subdivision, development, and planning processes involving city-county planning structures.

Memphis Police Department
The Memphis Police Department is the most politically visible city agency. The city’s police page states that MPD
serves more than 650,000 citizens and visitors across a 288-square-mile area, and its mission is to reduce crime
by providing public safety in partnership with the community [6]. The department’s political significance comes
from the collision of high crime anxiety, civil-rights concerns, racial trust, recruitment and retention, jail and
court capacity, state and federal task forces, and neighborhood-level demand for both safety and accountability.

Memphis Fire Department
The Fire Department is more than fire suppression. The city identifies MFD priorities as fire suppression,
rescue, environmental and hazardous materials response, emergency medical response and pre-hospital
services, fire code enforcement, investigation, disaster preparedness, and fire-safety education; the department
also reports an ISO rating of 1 [7]. Politically, fire services often receive broader trust than policing, but they still
compete for staffing, facilities, vehicles, overtime, and capital equipment.

Public Works
Public Works is the everyday state made visible. The city describes Public Works as the third-largest division in
city government, responsible for operation and maintenance of infrastructure including streets, sanitary
sewers, storm drains, bridges, flood control, and the city’s publicly owned treatment works [8]. In Memphis,
potholes, drainage, solid waste, sewer issues, blight, and street conditions are not mere service complaints. They
are evidence of whether government reaches the neighborhood.

Housing, Planning, and Economic Development
Housing and Community Development coordinates federal and state grant-funded programs to assist residents
and neighborhoods and oversees departments aimed at affordable housing and business access to economic
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growth [9]. Its Affordable Housing Department administers HOME, CDBG, ARPA/SLFRF, city funds, and CIP
resources for affordable housing, down-payment assistance, homelessness prevention, foreclosure and eviction
assistance, and developer support [10].

Planning is formally regionalized through the Memphis and Shelby County Division of Planning and
Development, whose stated mission is to administer plans, programs, and services producing thriving
neighborhoods, connected communities, enhanced human potential, and safe, efficient buildings [11]. Economic
development is similarly fragmented. EDGE was created by joint city-county action as the economic
development agency for Memphis and Shelby County, coordinating public resources to drive growth [12]. This
structure means that development politics is never only a City Hall question; it is a
city-county-business-philanthropic-authority system.

6. City-County-State Institutional Network

Figure 3. Memphis city government is embedded in a regional and state network. Major outcomes often require cross-institutional alignment.

Shelby County Government
Shelby County is not merely a surrounding jurisdiction. It is the legal, fiscal, judicial, educational, and political
container in which Memphis sits. Memphis is the county seat, but suburban municipalities such as Germantown
and Collierville have their own political identities, tax preferences, school reputations, and police expectations.
County government intersects with the city through courts, jail, sheriff, public health, elections, property
assessment, schools funding, roads in unincorporated areas, economic development, and intergovernmental
boards.

Memphis-Shelby County Schools
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Education is structurally central even though it is not governed by Memphis City Hall. The Shelby County Board
of Education governs Memphis-Shelby County Schools and has nine elected board members representing
districts across Shelby County [13]. Board meetings are open to the public and the district’s governance is
separate from the mayor-council system [13]. However, school performance, school closures, absenteeism,
building conditions, and youth opportunity feed directly into Memphis politics through crime, poverty,
workforce, neighborhood stability, and family decisions about whether to remain in the city.

In 2026, state action over Memphis-Shelby County Schools became a major example of state-local conflict.
Chalkbeat reported that Tennessee’s new oversight law gives a state-appointed oversight board broad authority
over the district, including performance metrics, superintendent decisions, curriculum, a $1.7 billion budget,
school closures, and zoning [14]. MSCS leaders then sued state officials to try to stop the takeover [15]. This turns
school governance into one of the clearest examples of Memphis’s limited local autonomy inside Tennessee.

MLGW
Memphis Light, Gas and Water is a central power node because utilities define daily life, business costs,
infrastructure reliability, and crisis politics. MLGW describes itself as the nation’s largest three-service public
utility and a division of the City of Memphis. Its president and CEO is appointed by the mayor; a five-member
Board of Commissioners oversees budget requests greater than $250,000; the board is appointed by the mayor;
and the 13-member City Council is the rate-setting body that also approves the CEO, board, and budgetary items
greater than $250,000 [16].

Airport, Port, Transportation, Courts, DA, Sheriff
The Memphis-Shelby County Airport Authority owns and operates Memphis International Airport, General
DeWitt Spain Airport, and Charles W. Baker Airport. It is self-funded, receives no local tax revenue, and is
governed by a seven-member board: five appointed by the Memphis mayor and two by the Shelby County
mayor, all subject to Memphis City Council approval [17]. The airport’s importance is magnified by FedEx and
the city’s global logistics role.

The Port of Memphis is another regional economic institution. Port sources report $6.25 billion in annual
economic impact, 5,361 direct jobs, 8,494 indirect jobs, and roughly $71.7 million to $71.8 million in annual tax
revenue [18]. The port, airport, rail, interstate, and warehouse economy make Memphis a logistics capital, but
they also create land-use, truck traffic, environmental justice, job-quality, and infrastructure burdens.

The courts, prosecutors, and sheriff are outside city command but central to city politics. The Shelby County
District Attorney prosecutes criminal cases for the 30th Judicial District, serving Shelby County [19]. The sheriff
controls county law enforcement functions, jail-related responsibilities, and suburban/unincorporated
enforcement roles, while Memphis police handle city policing. The result is a public-safety chain with multiple
elected and appointed actors: MPD, sheriff, DA, judges, public defender, juvenile court, state agencies, federal
task forces, and corrections systems. No single actor owns the whole chain.

Transportation is also regional. The Memphis MPO’s Moving Together 2050 plan is the region’s long-term
transportation vision and is updated every four years to incorporate new trends, funding assumptions, and
federal requirements [20]. MATA and transit politics sit at the intersection of workforce access, poverty,
regional mobility, land use, and state/federal funding.

7. Elections, Turnout, Race, Class, and Nonpartisan Politics
Memphis local elections are officially nonpartisan, but they are not apolitical. Candidates may run without
party labels, yet endorsements, donor networks, church networks, labor groups, business organizations,
neighborhood leaders, racial coalitions, and partisan identities all matter. In practice, Memphis municipal
politics is a Democratic-leaning, majority-Black local arena embedded in a Republican-dominated state.
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The mayoral election system has a major structural feature: plurality election in a crowded field can produce a
mayor with far less than majority support. In 2023, Paul Young won the nonpartisan general election with 27.7
percent of the vote, according to Ballotpedia [21]. FairVote described the same election as a mayoral win with
about 28 percent of the vote and argued that ranked-choice voting would have produced a clearer mandate [22].
Memphis voters had previously approved ranked-choice voting, but Tennessee later banned ranked-choice
voting statewide, blocking that reform path [23].

Turnout is a core weakness. The Shelby County Election Commission maintains turnout data going back to 1968
[24]. Local primaries and off-cycle municipal elections tend to draw lower participation than presidential races.
In 2026, Action News 5 noted that only 11 percent of Shelby County voters participated in the last county
primary in 2022, down from 13.8 percent in 2018 [25]. Low-turnout systems magnify organized blocs: churches,
unions, business PACs, neighborhood associations, public-sector employees, candidate machines, and
high-propensity older voters.

Race, class, and civic institutions
Black voters are the center of Memphis municipal power. The city is majority Black, and Black political
institutions - churches, civil-rights networks, neighborhood leaders, public employees, sororities and
fraternities, professional organizations, and community advocates - are decisive. White voters remain
influential through East Memphis, professional networks, business institutions, donor circles, media, suburbs,
and state-level politics. Working-class voters are numerically important but underrepresented when turnout is
low, while suburban middle-class voters shape county and state outcomes that indirectly govern Memphis.

Religious institutions have unusual importance because Memphis politics is rooted in Black church leadership,
civil-rights memory, neighborhood legitimacy, and turnout mobilization. Civic organizations and local media
shape the agenda by translating city problems into public narratives: crime crisis, school crisis, poverty crisis,
development opportunity, corruption, police accountability, neighborhood neglect, or state overreach. In a city
with deep distrust of institutions, legitimacy is as valuable as statutory power.

8. Neighborhood Political Geography
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Figure 4. Stylized political geography. The map is interpretive, not a formal boundary map.

Memphis politics is neighborhood politics because race, class, development, public safety, schools, housing age,
infrastructure, and identity are spatially organized. Memphis 3.0’s planning process emphasized
neighborhood-centered growth, with the plan’s core idea often summarized as “build up, not out” and with
more than 15,000 residents participating across more than 400 events [26]. The plan’s five-year update found
that residents from Whitehaven to Cordova and Frayser to East Memphis raised recurring priorities: pedestrian
safety, commercial revitalization, affordable housing, and environmental justice [27].

Downtown
Downtown is the symbolic and administrative core: City Hall, courts, tourism, Beale Street, riverfront
redevelopment, hotels, apartments, convention facilities, sports, and the Downtown Memphis Commission
ecosystem. Its politics is pro-development but contested by questions of public subsidies, policing, homelessness,
parking, tourism safety, and whether downtown investment crowds out neighborhoods.

Midtown
Midtown is culturally influential, more progressive, mixed by race and class compared with many
neighborhoods, and anchored by medical, educational, arts, and historic residential assets. Midtown politics
often emphasizes preservation, walkability, bike/pedestrian safety, arts, LGBTQ-friendly civic culture,
neighborhood identity, and resistance to crude development. It is influential in media and civic discourse
relative to its population size.

East Memphis
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East Memphis is a professional-class, business-oriented, relatively affluent zone with strong influence through
donors, civic boards, private schools, churches, medical and corporate networks, and real estate. Its voters often
support competence, safety, low disruption, property values, and business confidence. It is inside the city but
often politically closer to suburban moderation and managerial governance than to neighborhood insurgency.

North Memphis and South Memphis
North Memphis and South Memphis are central to the city’s Black working-class history and public-service
burdens. They are shaped by industrial land use, poverty, public safety pressure, aging housing, blight,
churches, local organizing, and historic neglect. The political question in these areas is whether City Hall can
deliver basic services, violence prevention, infrastructure repair, housing stabilization, and economic
opportunity without displacement.

Whitehaven
Whitehaven is one of Memphis’s most important Black middle-class and working-class political bases. It
contains Graceland, airport-adjacent logistics geography, older suburban-style housing, strong neighborhood
identity, and intense concern about public safety and commercial revitalization. Whitehaven politics combines
Black middle-class pride, tourism economics, neighborhood defense, and skepticism toward downtown-only
development.

Orange Mound
Orange Mound is historically central because it is widely recognized as an early African American
neighborhood built by and for African Americans; the Museum of Science and History notes that Orange Mound
became the first African American neighborhood in the nation built by and for African Americans [28]. Its
politics is memory, preservation, housing, anti-displacement, poverty, infrastructure, and cultural dignity. It is a
test of whether redevelopment can serve existing residents rather than erase them.

Frayser, Raleigh, Cordova, Hickory Hill
Frayser is a working-class northwestern neighborhood with deep concerns about crime, disinvestment,
transportation, and youth opportunity. Raleigh is a large North/Northeast Memphis area with middle-class
history, commercial corridors, and infrastructure needs. Cordova is a post-annexation edge area with more
suburban form, growth politics, and complicated city-service expectations. Hickory Hill is a southeastern area
marked by demographic change, immigrant and Black middle/working-class communities, public safety
concerns, and retail/commercial corridor decline and reinvention.

Germantown and Collierville
Germantown and Collierville are not Memphis neighborhoods, but they are essential to understanding
Memphis. They represent suburban tax-base protection, stronger school reputation politics, lower-crime
branding, affluent property politics, Republican and moderate-conservative influence, and separation from city
burdens. Their existence shapes Memphis by offering exit options to middle-class families and by giving county
and state politics a suburban center of gravity.

9. Major Issues Shaping the Memphis Political System
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Figure 5. Policy pressures that define Memphis politics.

Public safety and crime
Public safety is the dominant political issue because it touches every coalition: poor neighborhoods want safety,
business wants confidence, tourists need reassurance, police want staffing and authority, reformers want
accountability, and state/federal actors use Memphis crime as justification for intervention. The Memphis
Shelby Crime Commission reports sharp 2026 declines in overall crime, major violent crime, and major
property crime compared with 2025, while also positioning itself as a public-safety best-practices organization
[29]. Even when numbers improve, the politics remains difficult because fear, distrust, and nationalized
narratives often lag behind data.

The public-safety chain crosses jurisdictions. City police make arrests; the county jail and sheriff matter; the DA
decides charging and prosecution; judges set bail and sentences; schools and youth systems influence
prevention; federal and state task forces may intervene; and neighborhoods judge legitimacy. That
fragmentation creates blame-shifting and coordination problems.

Education
Education is not a city department, but it is a city destiny. MSCS governance, school closures, chronic
absenteeism, teacher retention, student safety, building quality, and state takeover debates shape residential
choice and public confidence. The state’s 2026 intervention in MSCS demonstrates that Memphis education
politics is now a state-local power struggle, not merely a school-board issue [14][15].

Poverty, race, and class
Poverty is the deep structure underneath crime, education, housing, and turnout. The 2025 Memphis Poverty
Fact Sheet, using 2024 ACS data, reports a 24.0 percent poverty rate in the city, 38.8 percent child poverty, 27.9
percent Black poverty, 34.2 percent Hispanic/Latino poverty, and 10.8 percent white poverty [30]. Census
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Reporter similarly reports that Memphis’s poverty rate is about 24 percent, higher than the metro, Tennessee,
and U.S. rates [31]. This means Memphis politics cannot be separated from class. A low-income tax base must
fund high-need services.

Real estate development, gentrification, and tax base
Development politics in Memphis is double-edged. Downtown, medical district, riverfront, airport/logistics,
university-adjacent, and corridor redevelopment can increase tax base and confidence. But redevelopment also
raises fears of displacement, unequal subsidies, rising rents, and investment that bypasses the city’s poorest
neighborhoods. Memphis 3.0 tried to provide a framework for growth in the core and neighborhood centers
rather than endless outward expansion [26]. The political challenge is whether land-use and incentives can
build mixed-income value without treating existing residents as obstacles.

Infrastructure and municipal basics
Memphis’s infrastructure politics is visible in streets, sewers, stormwater, drainage, solid waste, bridges,
sidewalks, lighting, and blight. Public Works is politically important precisely because its tasks are ordinary.
When garbage is missed, drains fail, streets crumble, or illegal dumping persists, residents see a failure of the
state at street level.

FedEx, logistics, airport, port
Memphis’s logistics economy is a source of global significance. FedEx reports approximately 375,000 team
members nationwide and $73.8 billion in direct and indirect U.S. economic impact in FY25 [32]. Memphis
International Airport’s connection to FedEx, the port’s economic impact, five Class I railroads, and interstate
access make Memphis a global node. But logistics growth is politically complex: it creates jobs and tax base
while imposing truck traffic, warehouse land use, environmental burdens, low-wage employment concerns,
and airport-area development pressures.

Blues, tourism, and civic identity
Memphis’s cultural power is not symbolic decoration; it is an economic and political asset. Memphis Tourism
reports 13.1 million annual visitors in 2024, 44.1 thousand leisure and hospitality jobs in Shelby County, more
than 2,300 leisure and hospitality businesses, $4 billion in annual domestic-visitor economic impact, and $417.4
million in state and local tax receipts [33]. Blues, soul, rock and roll, Graceland, Beale Street, civil-rights history,
and food culture shape the city’s national identity. The political problem is converting cultural capital into
neighborhood wealth rather than only visitor-zone revenue.

State control and local autonomy
State control is the defining external constraint. Recent state actions and litigation show a pattern: schools,
district attorney oversight, congressional redistricting, airport board governance, police policy, and National
Guard or task-force questions have all become state-local conflict points. The Shelby County DA’s office says
2026 laws targeted the 30th Judicial District by requiring reports on federal task-force case dismissals and
authorizing state attorney general audits of prosecutorial decisions, with a possible pro tem prosecutor
operating parallel to the elected DA [19]. Reuters reported that in November 2025 a Tennessee state judge
temporarily blocked Governor Bill Lee’s deployment of National Guard troops to Memphis, finding the state
militia law likely required General Assembly action [34].

In 2026, AP reported that Tennessee lawmakers redrew Memphis’s majority-Black congressional district into
three Republican-leaning districts, and also noted state moves touching Memphis’s airport board and district
attorney [35]. For Memphis, state preemption is not an abstract federalism concept. It is a live political struggle
over whether a majority-Black city can control its schools, prosecutor, representation, public safety choices, and
regional assets.
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10. Power Players, Bottlenecks, Weaknesses, and Reform

Figure 6. Formal power and practical leverage in Memphis politics.

Key power players
• Mayor of Memphis: executive agenda, administrative control, contracts, appointments, citywide narrative,

intergovernmental negotiation.

• Memphis City Council: budget adoption, tax rate, ordinances, land use, committee oversight, public hearings,
appointment confirmations in key areas.

• Shelby County Mayor and County Commission: schools funding, county services, courts/jail ecosystem, public
health, property assessment, regional boards.

• Tennessee Governor and General Assembly: state law, preemption, education oversight, criminal justice rules,
redistricting, grants, infrastructure funding.

• MPD, Fire, Public Works, HCD, Planning, Finance: administrative execution and street-level legitimacy.

• MLGW: utility rates, reliability, capital investment, crisis response, and daily household/business cost structure.

• MSCS board and state oversight actors: education governance, youth opportunity, family confidence, school
facilities, budget priorities.

• DA, sheriff, judges, public defender, juvenile court: the criminal justice chain outside direct city control.

• FedEx, airport, port, EDGE, Greater Memphis Chamber, Downtown Memphis Commission, major developers:
economic-development agenda and capital flows.

• Black churches, neighborhood organizations, civil-rights groups, nonprofits, philanthropy, universities,
hospitals, and local media: legitimacy, mobilization, expertise, and agenda-setting.
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Institutional bottlenecks
The main bottleneck is fragmentation. Memphis must solve problems that it does not fully control. Crime
depends on police, prosecution, courts, schools, youth opportunity, state law, federal intervention, and
neighborhood trust. Education depends on MSCS, county funding, state oversight, families, and labor markets.
Infrastructure depends on city departments, utilities, state roads, federal grants, procurement capacity, and tax
capacity. Economic development depends on city, county, EDGE, port, airport, Chamber, developers, labor
quality, schools, and state incentives.

A second bottleneck is low trust. Many residents believe City Hall responds to downtown and affluent areas
before poorer neighborhoods. Police legitimacy remains contested. State intervention is often perceived by
Memphis residents as racialized override. Suburbs often perceive the city as fiscally and administratively
troubled. These mutual distrust loops reduce the ability to build regional compacts.

A third bottleneck is limited analytical capacity in democratic institutions. The mayor’s administration has
departmental staff. The council has public authority but often less independent technical capacity. Residents
have lived knowledge but limited data access. Local media has influence but limited resources. Reform requires
institutionalizing policy analysis so decisions are not driven only by crisis, personalities, or donor networks.

Structural weaknesses
• High poverty and child poverty create persistent demand for public services while weakening the local tax base.

• Fragmented governance lets actors blame one another for crime, schools, blight, and infrastructure failure.

• The city-suburb divide separates regional wealth from city burdens and reinforces racial and class segregation.

• State preemption undermines local democratic accountability while sometimes responding to real local
performance failures.

• Low-turnout local elections empower organized blocs and reduce mandate clarity.

• The super-district system can dilute neighborhood accountability even as it creates broader representation.

• Public safety politics can crowd out housing, health, transit, youth, and economic mobility policies.

• Development incentives may improve growth metrics without solving neighborhood displacement or low-wage
employment.
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Figure 7. Reform levers for a more capable and accountable Memphis governance system.

Practical reform possibilities
The most realistic reforms are institutional rather than purely ideological. Memphis could strengthen council
capacity through an independent budget and policy office, formal performance dashboards, and
committee-level staff with legal, fiscal, and data expertise. It could deepen budget transparency by tying every
capital project to neighborhood maps, equity metrics, lifecycle maintenance costs, and public dashboards.

Public safety reform must avoid the false choice between enforcement and legitimacy. Memphis needs
sufficient staffing and investigative capacity, but also constitutional policing, civilian trust, violence
interruption, youth intervention, trauma services, reentry coordination, and transparent crime data. The public
safety chain should be treated as a system from 911 call to prosecution to jail to reentry, with shared metrics
across MPD, sheriff, DA, courts, schools, and community violence-intervention organizations.

Regional reform should focus on city-county-school alignment. Memphis, Shelby County, MSCS, MLGW,
MATA/MPO, EDGE, the airport, the port, and major employers should be organized around a few measurable
compacts: youth employment, transit-to-work, drainage and street repair, affordable housing near job centers,
commercial corridor revival, and violence reduction. The city also needs a state-local bargaining strategy:
comply with legitimate performance expectations while resisting racially selective or politically punitive
intervention.

11. Memphis as a Major Southern City Case Study
Memphis is a powerful case study because it combines nearly every structural feature of Southern urban
politics. It is majority Black, culturally iconic, economically strategic, poor by household measures, rich in
logistics assets, divided from affluent suburbs, and governed inside a conservative state that often distrusts its
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largest Democratic cities. It carries civil-rights memory but also faces postindustrial disinvestment, educational
crisis, public-safety anxiety, and infrastructure fatigue.

Unlike Sun Belt growth capitals that convert population growth into fiscal optimism, Memphis often governs
through contradiction. It has a global airport and deep poverty. It has world-famous music and weak
neighborhood wealth. It has Black political power locally and Republican dominance statewide. It has a strong
mayor and many problems outside city control. It has redevelopment ambition and distrust of displacement. It
has business assets and working-class insecurity.

The significance of Memphis is that it reveals how American local democracy works when formal jurisdiction
does not match real problems. The city is responsible for urban outcomes that are co-produced by county, state,
school, court, utility, airport, port, employer, and neighborhood systems. The core political question for
Memphis is not only who wins elections. It is whether the city can build a governing coalition capable of
coordinating money, authority, expertise, legitimacy, and implementation across institutions that were never
designed to move together.

Strategic Conclusion
Memphis politics is best summarized as strong mayor, constrained city; powerful Black electorate, limited state
autonomy; global logistics hub, high poverty city; development opportunity, neighborhood distrust;
public-safety urgency, fragmented justice chain. A successful Memphis government must therefore be more
than charismatic. It must be institutionally sophisticated. It must master intergovernmental bargaining,
neighborhood legitimacy, fiscal discipline, public safety accountability, housing and infrastructure delivery, and
regional economic strategy.

The reform path is not to wait for one heroic mayor, one perfect council, or one state rescue. It is to build a
governing architecture that reduces fragmentation: stronger council analytics, transparent budgets, integrated
public-safety metrics, regional education and youth compacts, neighborhood-centered capital planning, utility
reliability governance, and a city-county-state negotiation strategy that treats Memphis as the economic and
cultural engine of West Tennessee rather than a problem to be managed from Nashville.
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Sources and Reference Notes
The following sources were consulted for factual grounding. Interpretive analysis, institutional synthesis, and reform assessment are original to
this report.

Ref. Source note

[1] City of Memphis, Gov Guide: strong-mayor government, mayor powers, four-year terms, two-term limit, post-1968 mayor-council
structure.

[2] City of Memphis, Gov Guide: council powers, seven district seats, six super-district seats, budget, tax rate, land use, committees.

[3] Memphis Public Libraries, Informed Voter: 13 council members; seven regular districts and two super districts with three
members each; each voter votes for four council seats.

[4] City of Memphis, Mayor Paul Young official page: sworn in January 1, 2024; prior roles in Downtown Memphis Commission and
Housing and Community Development.

[5] City of Memphis budget pages: FY26 Adopted Budget Book, FY27 budget hearing documents, operating budget, CIP, finance and
debt service materials.

[6] City of Memphis Police Department page: mission, service area, more than 650,000 citizens and visitors, public-safety partnership
language.

[7] City of Memphis Fire Department page: fire suppression, EMS, rescue, hazardous materials, code enforcement, investigation,
preparedness, education, ISO 1 rating.

[8] City of Memphis Public Works page: streets, sanitary sewers, storm drains, bridges, flood control, publicly owned treatment
works.

[9] City of Memphis Housing and Community Development page: federal and state grant programs, affordable housing and
business access.

[10] City of Memphis Affordable Housing Department page: HOME, CDBG, ARPA/SLFRF, city funds, CIP, homeownership, rental
development, homelessness and eviction/foreclosure prevention.

[11] Develop901 / Memphis and Shelby County Division of Planning and Development: mission to administer plans, programs, and
services for neighborhoods, communities, and buildings.

[12] EDGE Memphis, About EDGE: created in 2011 by joint city-county resolution as economic development agency for Memphis and
Shelby County.

[13] Memphis-Shelby County Schools board page: nine elected board members; board governs business operations; meetings open
to public.

[14] Chalkbeat Tennessee, April 2026: Tennessee oversight board authority over MSCS budget, superintendent, curriculum, school
closures, and zoning.

[15] Chalkbeat Tennessee, June 2026: MSCS leaders sued state officials over the state takeover law.

[16] MLGW governance page: MLGW as division of City of Memphis; CEO appointed by mayor; board appointed by mayor; City Council
rate-setting and approvals.

[17] Memphis-Shelby County Airport Authority leadership page: owns and operates MEM and two general aviation airports;
self-funded; seven-member board appointments.

[18] Port of Memphis / EDGE materials: $6.25 billion annual economic impact; direct and indirect jobs; annual tax revenue.

[19] Shelby County District Attorney, May 26, 2026 release: lawsuit challenging Memphis Safe Task Force Accountability Act and AG
audit bill.

[20] Memphis MPO Moving Together 2050 Regional Transportation Plan: long-term regional transportation vision updated every four
years.

[21] Ballotpedia, 2023 Memphis mayoral election: Paul Young won with 27.7 percent in the nonpartisan general election.

[22] FairVote, October 2023: Memphis mayor elected with about 28 percent; ranked-choice voting analysis.

[23] Tennessee Lookout / The Fulcrum, 2022: Tennessee legislature banned ranked-choice voting statewide after Memphis voters had
approved RCV.
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Ref. Source note

[24] Shelby County Election Commission turnout page: turnout data by election since 1968.

[25] Action News 5, April 2026: Shelby County local primary turnout was 11 percent in 2022, down from 13.8 percent in 2018.

[26] Accelerate Memphis and CNU materials on Memphis 3.0: “build up, not out,” 15,000+ participants, 400+ events,
neighborhood-centered growth.

[27] Memphis 3.0 five-year update page: district sessions and resident priorities from Whitehaven to Cordova and Frayser to East
Memphis.

[28] Museum of Science and History, Memphis neighborhood history: Orange Mound as a pioneering African American neighborhood
built by and for African Americans.

[29] Memphis Shelby Crime Commission 2026 statistics page: overall crime, major violent crime, major property crime declines
compared with 2025; evidence-based public-safety role.

[30] 2025 Memphis Poverty Fact Sheet, University of Memphis School of Social Work / GMBS Consulting, using 2024 ACS data: poverty
rates by age and race/ethnicity.

[31] Census Reporter profile for Memphis: poverty, housing, education, and demographic indicators.

[32] FedEx FY25 U.S. economic impact report: U.S. team members, supplier spend, and direct/indirect economic impact.

[33] Memphis Tourism economic impact page: visitors, leisure and hospitality jobs, businesses, visitor economic impact, state/local
tax receipts.

[34] Reuters, November 2025: Tennessee state judge temporarily blocked National Guard deployment to Memphis under state
militia-law analysis.

[35] Associated Press, May 2026: Tennessee redistricting plan split Memphis into three Republican-leaning districts and described
broader state-local conflicts.
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Author and Publication Credit
Author: The American Newspaper — https://americannewspaper.org

Author: The Memphis Times — https://memphistimes.org

This report was prepared as a structural political analysis for editorial, research, and civic education purposes.
It is not legal advice, investment advice, or an official government document.
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