Federalism

What is federalism? Federalism is a system of government in which power is distributed or diffused between a central government and smaller political units. In the United States, there are three basic levels of government: federal, state and local. Each level has its own functions and powers as well as powers that are shared with other levels.

How is federalism employed in the United States? The federal government’s powers are listed in the Constitution. The powers are listed for each branch of government. The federal government can print money, regulate trade between states, regulate international trade, make treaties, conduct foreign policy, declare war, provide an army and navy, and establish post offices. Some of the state government’s powers are to issue driving licenses, regulate trade within the state, conduct elections, ratify amendments to the Constitution, provide for public schools, and establish local governments. In New York, there are various governments at the local level, including county and municipal (city) governments. These local governments have a variety of powers. Overseeing hospitals and libraries, water supply, sewage, building construction and lighting of streets are some of the powers. All governments share some powers. Collecting taxes, fees and fines are among those shared powers. Other shared powers include: building roads, establishing courts, chartering banks, and making laws.
Why do we have different levels of government? The two major reasons for having several levels of government are scale and power. Each level of government deals with issues that are appropriate to its size or scale. For example, the federal level deals with national security and the declaration of war – issues that affect all of the people in the nation. The local levels deal with the upkeep and repair of streets – an issue that is only important to the people who live in that area. Another reason for adopting a federal system is that it is designed to distribute or break-up power and

authority. This structural feature of government is designed to protect the people against the whims of one all-powerful ruler.
