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Official Essay Contest Guidelines

Thank you for your participation in the Massachusetts Municipal Association’s 8th Grade
Essay Contest! The purpose of this contest is to raise public awareness, promote the
attributes of good local government and encourage future leaders of Massachusetts to take
an active interest in their community activities

Local government is the cornerstone of all government in America, affecting every resident
in every state, region, city, and town. As a resident in your city or town you have a voice
and opportunity to affect change on a local level.

Choose one political or community issue that impacts young people in your city or
town. If you were the Chief Municipal Official (Mayor, Town Manager, Select Board, etc.),
how would you bring positive change to this issue? Be sure to consider financial
limitations, the size of your town, and available resources. Please include concrete
examples of changes you would make as the CMO and how those changes would impact the
chosen issue.

The essay must be well-organized with an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. Topics
may include but are not limited to poverty, climate change, racism, public safety, littering,
pollution, transportation, public spaces, and education. Please write at least 500 words on
the issue of your choosing. Essays may be typed or printed neatly. Cash prizes will be
awarded to the first ($500), second ($250), and third ($200) place winners, and the first
place essay writer will be invited to read their essay at the MMA'’s Annual Meeting in
Boston on January 19, 2018.



Name:

Local Government

Pre-Post Assessment
Use this at the beginning and end of a local government unit.

1. In addition to national and state government, can you name other types of
government in our community?

2. How are decisions made in our community? What are the “rules” called?

3. Who are our leaders?
~Name your Town/City Manager, Town Administrator, or Mayor:

~Name one member of your City Council or Select Board:

~Name one member of your School Board:

4. Who is responsible for setting the budget and deciding how money in your community
should be spent?



5. Improving and maintaining public spaces is important to many people. Which
level of local government is working to make improvements to public spaces in your town?

6. List three things you know about EACH of the following parts of local government:
(For example, services provided at that level, interactions between you and that level,
effects on you personally, issues you know about at that level of government, etc.)

~ Town Administrator/Manager or Mayor

~ Board of Selectmen or City Council

~ Town Meeting or Voters



Name:

Classroom Activity: Town budgeting

You are on a town/city budget committee. You have just so much money to spend without
raising taxes.

Rank the following services from highest to lowest in importance.

“1” - must have and pay for; “2” or “3” - nice to have but can cut back or do without; “4” - do
without if need to cut.

Fighting fires 1 2 3 4
Public swimming pool 1 2 3 4
Schools 1 2 3 4
Filling pot holes 1 2 3 4
Maintaining ball fields 1 2 3 4
Solid waste collection / “the dump” 1 2 3

4

Police protection 1 2 3 4
Plowing the roads 1 2 3 4

Public library 1 2 3 4



Now, look at the list of services you just ranked.
Discuss with your class (in small groups, if appropriate):

e Which items need to be included in a town budget? Which aren’t really needed?

e (Can you agree on some or all services that a town needs to function?

e (Can you agree on which ones can be cut from the budget?

e Have a vote on each item just like a town meeting. Compare the results of the “will of
the people” with your own list.



Reproduced with thanks to the Maine Municipal Association, www.memun.org



Quote Walk: Why Local Government Matters

Overview: This is an introduction to local government. The goal of this lesson is to engage
students in the unit and to be used as a starting point for understanding how constitutional
principles are expressed at the local level.

Length: 1 class period
Activities:

1. Quote Walk (See Document 2). Place all of the quotes on large posters around the room.
Have students stand up and walk around and read each quote. After reading the quotes,
have students return to their desks and respond to two to three quotes.

2. Asaclass, discuss the quotes using the following questions as a guide: What do they tell us
about our government? What is the responsibility of government?

3. Read and respond to a current local issue: vandalism, gangs, curfew, free speech, teen jobs,
police relationships, schools, recreation, etc. These topics are often in the news. Search
local news sources for articles and discuss them highlighting the types of local government
involved.

4. Ask students to summarize the issue, describe local government’s role in the issue, and
explain their own opinion.

5. Challenge: Ask students to use one or more quotes to connect to their opinion and
government action.

Key Vocabulary
e Civic Virtue, Common Good, Democracy, Federalism, Separation of Powers



Quote Walk:

“Get up, stand up! Stand up for your rights!”

Student Instructions:

With a paper and pencil walk around the room and read all the quotes. Think about them
carefully. Select three quotes to thoughtfully respond to. At least one must directly focus on local
government. Each response should be at least four sentences. Use the following ideas to help you
create thoughtful responses. Please write down the three quotes you choose to respond to.

~Do you agree? Disagree?

~What do they make you think about? Explain and use examples.
~What history is behind these words?

~What does this quote say about our governmental system?

Use the quotes and your responses to answer the question:
Why is local government so important?

Enlarge these quotes and place them around the room, so students can walk around and
react to them.

“Local government is the foundation of democracy; if it fails, democracy will fail.” - Robert W.
Flack

“Sure there are dishonest men in local government. But there are dishonest men in national
government, too.” - President Richard M. Nixon

“All politics is local.” - Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, former Speaker of the House

“Public instruction should be the first object of government.”- Napoleon Bonaparte

“The best government is that which teaches us to govern ourselves.” - Johann von Goethe
“All good government must begin at home.” - H.R. Haweis

“There is nothing wrong with America that cannot be cured with what is right in America” -
President William J. Clinton



“To announce that there must be no criticism of the President, right or wrong, is not only
unpatriotic and servile, but is morally treasonable to the American public.” - President Teddy
Roosevelt

“Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.” - Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr.

“Government is not reason. Government is not eloquence. It is force. And, like fire it is a dangerous
servant and a fearful master.” - George Washington

“I disapprove of what you say, but [ will defend to the death your right to say it.” - Evelyn Beatrice
Hall

“We tend to think that history is written in stone, that it's unchanging, immutable, fixed. But
history isn't a one-way conversation; it's a continuing dialogue between the past and the present.”
- Richard Stengel

“Election days come and go. But the struggle of the people to create a government which
represents all of us and not just the one percent - a government based on the principles of
economic, social, racial and environmental justice - that struggle continues.” - Senator Bernie
Sanders

“And a special thank you to the citizens of Massachusetts: You are paying all the taxes, creating all
the jobs, raising all the children. This government is yours. Thank you for letting me serve you.” -

Governor Mitt Romney

“The most basic duty of government is to defend the lives of its own citizens. Any government that
fails to do so is a government unworthy to lead.” - President Donald J. Trump

“Don’t boo; vote.” - President Barack Obama
“Every additional step you take to make your voice heard, as a mayor, a state Senator, or a CEO —
not only helps bring more women to the table today, it also shows the next generation they can

step up and make sure their values are being represented, too.” - Senator Patty Murray

“Success isn’t about how much money you make, it’s about the difference you make in people’s
lives.” - Michelle Obama

Reproduced with thanks to the Colorado Municipal League and www.lessonsonlocalgovernment.org



Massachusetts Municipal Association
8th Grade Essay Contest
Student Guide

“IF | WERE ELECTED LEADER OF MY COMMUNITY,
| WOULD MAKE A DIFFERENCE BY...”

Essay Due: Postmarked by November 10, 2017

When someone mentions “the government,” most people think of Congress, or the President, or
maybe the Governor. But actually it is your local government that has the most direct impact on

your life. From the time we wake up in the morning until the time we

]
Wha"’ ls Local go to bed at night, local government is there to keep us safe and
G . provide us with essential services.
Right now, you may be sitting in your classroom, learning about math,
MassaChuse‘“’s or science or history, but without local government there would be no

public schools. Think about it. There would be no school sports or

a"d Whv school arts or school science fairs. There would be no high school
‘ ? diploma, and little chance of going on to college.
Toesit Aftest Mol

streets, clear away garbage, or take away our recyclables. There would be no building or

Beyond your school, there would be no one to plow snow off the

maintenance of sports fields, bike paths, public pools or skate parks. No one would pave our
roads, maintain our bridges or keep the streetlights on at night. No one would run the library,
respond to emergencies, protect us from crimes or fight fires. We’d have no sidewalks, no sewers,
and no running water!
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These are just a few examples of what local government does. But local government leaders are
also working each day to find new and innovative ideas to solve local problems. They are working on
green energy solutions and community gardens, affordable housing, community policing, youth-elder

relations and even improvements to your community access television.

Whether you live in a small town or a big city, the job of leading your fellow citizens is a big job. Your
voice, your leadership, and your actions can truly make a difference. As the leader of your

community, you will be expected to lead in times of crisis and times of great celebration.

Now imagine if YOU were just elected as a local leader. How would YOU make a difference to
improve the quality of life in your city or town? What would YOU to do to make your community a

better place to live?

Dolliveina CITY or a TOWN?
What's the difference?

In Massachusetts, some communities are called cities and some are towns. Cities and towns
define our type of local government. Generally, a city has a small

elected legislative body called the city council or board of There are 351
aldermen and a single elected chief executive called the mayor. ciﬁes a"d TOW“S
A town has a large legislative body called the town meeting and a i“ Massachuseﬂs

small elected executive board called the board of selectmen.

SOMIE OF US Livz I A Glry
There are 55 communities with a city form of government in Massachusetts. The most common city
form of government operates with an elected mayor and a council. In four Massachusetts cities the
council is a called the board of aldermen. The board of aldermen is a term that originated in
England, where it literally meant "elder man.”
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There are There are 47 cities that have a mayor. The mayor is the chief elected official of
55 cifgs the city. While the role of the mayor may vary from city to city, the basic purpose is
the same: the mayor is expected to provide the leadership necessary to keep the city
4-7 ci‘[’ies moving in the right direction. The mayor is responsible for making sure the various
have functions of local government are running well.
mayors
A few cities have a city form of government, but they still call themselves a town.
Now that’s confusing! For example, Greenfield is a city since it has a city form of government, and
more than 12,000 residents, but it is still known as the Town of Greenfield. The cities of Agawam,
Amesbury, Braintree, West Springfield, and Weymouth also call themselves towns, but they too are

really cities.

There are eight cities that don’t have a mayor. They have a council and a manager. What is the
difference? Unlike the mayor, the manager is hired, not elected. The eight cities with a professional
manager are Barnstable, Chelsea, Franklin, Palmer, Randolph, Southbridge, Watertown and

Winthrop. Some of these cities also still call themselves a town.

Most Cities have a Mayor and a City Council

In most cities, voters elect the mayor and the city council (or board of WH 0

aldermen). While the size of the council varies (from 7 to 24

members), there is always just one mayor. As the chief executive LEAVS L I
officer, the mayor hires professional staff, appoints key officials and oca
committee members, prepares the budget, approves contracts, ?
negotiates with unions and oversees the daily operations of the city. Gover"menf‘

The council is the legislative body — like Congress in Washington

D.C. The council approves budgets, adopts laws such as ordinances and zoning rules, approves
borrowing money, and may be empowered to approve or reject some of the mayor’s appointments
to certain key positions. The council may also appoint members of some committees. Some
members of the council are elected at large, which means they were elected citywide, like the

mayor. Some members are elected by district or ward, which means they are elected by a section

of the city.
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SOMIZ OF VS Live I 4 Towm
In Massachusetts, 296 communities have a town form of government. Every town elects a board of
selectmen, which is the executive branch of government in a town. mptéam selectmen
operates as a collective decision-making body. The term selectmezgw%stcolonial times,
when town citizens would periodically “select” prominent citizens to perform the business of the
town. Today the board of selectmen consists of three, five or seve’ 58 ‘l'OW“s
elected members. Three-member boards of selectmen are most have a fhl’ee‘
common in Massachusetts. Selectmen are elected in town-wide Wlerbel' board
elections. The members of the board of selectmen provide Ieaderelfi;selec«l-men
for the town.
137 towns
The chair of the board of selectmen is the chief elected official have ﬁve_
town. The chair is chosen by his or her fellow board of selectmewiember board
members. As a whole, the board of selectmen is responsible for t()ef selec‘l‘men
town’s decision-making and overall operations. Selectmen set policy,
appoint boards and committees, approve contracts, and hire staff] skown has a
towns have delegated some of the administrative functions of rumn—member
the town to a professional manager, much like the board of directorsb()al’d Of
company hires a manager to oversee daily operations. The hired Selec‘i’me"
manager runs the day-to-day operations of the town, and the board of
selectmen votes on major policy issues and answers to the citizens.
Sometimes the professional manager is even authorized to appoint
department heads, prepare budgets, award contracts, and negotiate with
labor unions. Still, some towns do not hire a manager; therefore, the authority of running all

operations of the town still rests solely with the elected board of selectmen.

7 ! r f " ‘ / / 70 . r r f
Oz TORI MAZETIN 2D Zer 2222 Tz TORRY A2
In towns, the board of selectmen is the executive branch. The legislative branch is the town

meeting. Town meeting members participate and vote at the annual town meeting or at specially

held town meetings.

4
© 2017, Massachusetts Municipal Association, All Rights Reserved



Most Towns have an Open Town Meeting

0 e“Mfst towns (261) operate with an open town meeting, where any registered Is TOW"
.voterzglie town may attend, debate and vote on matters such as budgets,
M e’r

1
byqaws zoning, and borrowing money. This means every registered voter Meefl"q

. can be part of the legislative body in town! The
'K“(exr&sgg:i?‘gyegg town of Andover is the largest town in Varf Of

Massachusetts with an open town meeting. If

every citizen in Andover attended the town Lo cAL

meeting, more then 21,000 people would

participate at the meeting! Gover"mem‘?

Some Towns have a Representative Town Meeting

Only 35 towns operate with a representative town meeting, where registered voters elect a number
of town residents to participate and vote at the town meeting. The size of the representative town
meeting varies from less than 100 to more than 300 participants. Like open town meeting,
representative town meeting members approve budgets, bylaws, zoning and borrowing money.
Most of the large towns in Massachusetts with voting populations over 25,000 have representative

town meetings.

Under Massachusetts law, communities with a population of less than 12,000 must have a town

form of government and towns of less than 6,000 must have an open town meeting.

What it YOU were ELECTED LEADER?

Local government is the level of government that is closest to the people and allows citizens the
greatest amount of interaction, input and, in many instances, the greatest amount of direct and
immediate impact. Your local government officials are your neighbors. You see them at the
supermarket, at soccer games, or right next door. Now imagine for a moment that you were just
elected mayor or chair of the board of selectmen. What would you do? What kind of decisions would
you make? Would you follow in the footsteps of previous leaders or would you make a change?

Voice your opinion and tell us what you would do!
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Massachusetts Forms of Government Sumwmary

Cities & Towns Executive Branch Legislative Branch Professional | Comwunity
Management | Population
Cify Form of The mayor is the chief The council is the The mayor runs | Population
. elected official and is legislative body. the day-to-day must be
Government: elected by the voters. operations of the | 12,000 or
The council has between 7 | city. more
Mayo_r/ Term of office for a mayor | and 24 members. Some
Council is 2, 3 or 4 years. are elected citywide. Some
are elected by district.
The cities of Cambridge
and Lowell do not elect The term of office for a
the mayor. The mayor is councillor is 2 years
selected from among the
councillors. Most councils elect one of
its members to serve as
“council president”.
City Form of The council appoints a The rules for the council in | The council Population
Government: professional manager this form of government appoints a must be
who serves as the chief are the same as above. professional 12,000 or
Manager/ executive. manager. more
Council
Town Form of The board of selectmen Town meeting is the Many towns with | Towns with
Government: consists of 3,5 0or7 legislative body. an open town populations
members who are elected meeting appoint | under 6,000
Board of by the voters. Any registered voter in the | a professional must have an
town may participate in an | manager to help | open town
Selectmen/ The term of office for a open town meeting. run the town. meeting.
Open Town selectman is 3 years.
Meeting Towns with
The board of selectmen populations
elects one of its members over 6,000
to serve as “chair.” The may still
chair is the chief elected choose this
official of the town. option
Town Form of The rules for selectmen in | Town meeting members Towns with a Only towns
Government: this form of government are the legislative body. representative with a
are the same as above. town meeting population
Board of They are elected by voters | appoint a greater than
to be representatives at professional 6,000 may
Selectmen/ town meeting. manager to help | have
Represenfative run the town. representative
Town Meeﬁng The number of town town meeting.

meeting members varies
from 50 to over 300
members.
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William Francis Galvin
Secretary of the Commonwealth
Citizen Information Service







Aln Impertant Message Jor all
Massachuselts Jown Residents,

The purest form of democratic governing is practiced in a Town Meeting. In
use for over 300 years and still today, it has proven to be a valuable means

for many Massachusetts taxpayers to voice their opinions and directly effect
change in their communities. Here in this ancient American assembly, you
can make your voice heard as you and your neighbors decide the course of the
government closest to you. This booklet outlines the forms and procedures
used in Massachusetts Town Meetings. As the Commonwealth’s information
officer, I urge you to read it and make use of it as you engage in the debates

and votes that give shape to your Town Government.

illhiri Tt frtlovi
William Francis Galvin,

Secretary of the Commonwealth
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INTRODUCTION

Each town has a different way of running its Town Meeting, depending on its bylaws or charter.
Sometimes the customs and traditions are written down; sometimes they are not. This guide is a
general outline of the Town Meeting Basics, some of the procedures may be used in one town and
not another. This guide is not intended to be an all inclusive text, but a broad overview designed
to encourage you to find out more and attend your own Town Meeting. If you have any questions
regarding the specific procedures employed by your town, please contact your Town Clerk or Town

Meeting Moderator.
TowN MEETING Basics

What is a Town Meeting?
A Town Meeting is both an event and an entity. As an event, it is a gathering of a town’s
eligible voters, and is referred to as “the Town Meeting.” As an entity, it is the legislative body
for towns in Massachusetts, and is referred to simply as “Town Meeting.” So you may say, “I
went to the Town Meeting. Town Meeting approved the budget.”

Do cities have Town Meetings?
No. A city’s legislative body is called a city council or a board of aldermen. Citizens do not
govern a city directly.

What'’s the difference between cities and towns? Size?
Municipalities decide whether to have a city or town form of government. Size is one factor
in the decision. Towns with less than 12,000 inhabitants cannot adopt a city form of govern-
ment.

Do all towns have Town Meetings?
Most but not all towns have Town Meetings. A few towns are governed by town councils. In
sum, no cities have Town Meetings and most towns do have Town Meetings.

What does Town Meeting decide?

Town Meeting decides three major things:
¢ It sets the salaries for the elected officials.
* It votes to appropriate money to run the town.

* It votes on the town’s local statutes, which are called by-laws.

OreN TowN MEETINGS AND
REPRESENTATIVE TOWN MEETINGS

What'’s an open Town Meeting?
An open Town Meeting means that all of the town’s voters may vote on all matters.

What's a representative Town Meeting?
In a representative Town Meeting, also called a limited Town Meeting, all of the town’s vot-
ers may vote for what are called Town Meeting Members. After the voters elect the Town
Meeting Members, the Town Meeting Members conduct and vote on the rest of the Town
Meeting’s business.
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Other than who may vote, do open Town Meetings basically operate the same way

as representative Town Meetings?
Yes.

How many Town Meeting Members does a representative Town Meeting have?
Apportionment of a precinct is based on Massachusetts General Law, town charter or a spe-
cial act. The total elected representative Town Meeting membership can be as few as 45 or as
many as 240. The actual number of the membership is calculated in approximate proportion
to the number of inhabitants in each precinct to the total number of inhabitants in the town.

How is it determined whether a town has an open Town Meeting or a representative
Town Meeting?
Towns with fewer than 6,000 inhabitants must have an open Town Meeting. Towns with
more than 6,000 inhabitants may adopt either form of Town Meeting at their discretion.

How are Town Meeting Members elected?
Town Meeting members are elected within precincts by ballot at the Annual Town Election.

One-third of the Town Meeting Members are elected for 3 years, one-third is elected for 2
years and one-third is elected for 1 year at first election after adopting a representative Town
Meeting or re-districting. Thereafter each member is elected for a 3 year term.

Are Town Meeting Members elected by party?
No, Town Meeting Members are not elected by party. Elections are nonpartisan. The party
affiliation of a candidate for Town Meeting Member does not appear on the ballot distrib-
uted at the Town Meeting.

How do I run for Town Meeting Member?
Most towns hold general elections. Voters go to their usual polling places and vote for Town

Meeting Members.

If you are interested in running, you need to circulate nomination papers before the Town
Meeting. Consult your town clerk for more details. You cannot show up at the Town Meet-
ing and decide then and there to run for Town Meeting Member.

What'’s a moderator?
Generally, a moderator’s job is to run the Town Meeting. Specifically, the moderator declares
the outcome of all voice votes. Some towns have detailed by-laws governing Town Meeting
procedure. Other towns leave a lot of discretion to the moderator.

Moderators are usually elected at the Town Election at which voters go to their regular poll-
ing places. The term of office is one or three years. When the elected moderator is absent, a
temporary moderator may be elected at the Town Meeting.

What'’s a selectman or selectwoman?
Selectmen are a town’s executive officers. Voters elect them to the Board of Selectmen, which
usually has three or five members. Selectmen are authorized to call a Town Meeting provided
that they have posted a warrant. In small towns, the Board of Selectmen runs the town and
supervises town workers. In larger towns, the Board of Selectmen picks and supervises a per-
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son, who, in turn, runs the town and supervises town workers. Depending on the town, that
person has various authority, duties, and title. That person is known as the town manager,
town administrator, executive secretary, or administrative secretary.

What does the town clerk do?
At the Town Meeting, the clerk records all votes and takes minutes. Town clerks are elected

or appointed. In the event of all of the selectman/selectwomen resigning, the town clerk is
authorized to call a town meeting.

What is a town counsel?
The town counsel is a lawyer who either works for the town as an employee, or is a private
lawyer who counts the town among his or her clients. The town counsel often prepares the
warrant (the Town Meeting’s agenda). During the Town Meeting, the town counsel answers
legal questions that come up. He or she is appointed by the selectmen.

What are ex officio members?
Ex officio (pronounced “o-fish-ee-0”) members of a representative Town Meeting are granted
membership because of the office they hold. For example, a town’s by-laws might state that
selectmen are ex officio members of the Town Meeting. That means that selectmen do not
have to run for election as Town Meeting Members; they are already members because they
have been elected to the office of selectmen.

What's a select committee?
A select committee is assigned to investigate and report back to the Town Meeting on a cer-
tain subject, or to undertake a certain substantive task. The moderator frequently appoints its
chairperson and members. Select committees are also called special committees.

What'’s a standing committee?
A standing committee is a permanent committee. A town might have standing committees
for the following areas: public works, planning and zoning, recreation, and personnel. The
most important standing committee is the finance committee.

What does the finance committee do?
The finance committee prepares the budget in the months before the annual Town Meeting
starts. It also prepares financial articles (which are agenda items). Its recommendations are
advisory. In some towns, the committee is known as the warrant committee or the advisory
committee.

Depending on a town’s by-laws, members of the finance committee are appointed by the se-
lectmen or moderator, or elected by voters or the Town Meeting. In many towns, the finance
committee’s report is distributed to all residences.

ANNUAL AND SPECIAL TOowN MEETINGS

What's the difference between annual and special meetings?
Each town must hold an annual Town Meeting. Additional Town Meetings are called special
meetings. They may be called as many times during the year as necessary.
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When are Town Meetings?
Annual Town Meetings, unless otherwise provided by special law or charter, must be held in
February, March, April or May. The Board of Selectman may delay the annual meeting, but
it must be completed by June 30*.

What does it mean when a Town Meeting is divided into an

election and a business meeting?
Most towns elect officers on one day, and begin conducting other business on a later day.
Many towns wait a week or more between the election of officers and the business meeting.
A few towns may elect officers as early as November of one year, and conduct the business
meeting in the next year. The Town Meeting and Town Election may be called on the same
warrant, but are separate events. In the past Town Meetings and Town Elections took place
on the same day as a single event, but that is not the case today.

What does it mean that some towns have two business meetings?
A town may divide its business meeting into two meetings. Towns that do so hold one busi-
ness meeting at the beginning of the year. The focus is primarily on the budget, finances, and
taxes. The second business meeting is held in the fall. It is still part of the annual Town Meet-
ing. The focus is on zoning, planning and by-laws.

In sum....
November: Some towns hold elections.

January, February, March, April, May, June: Some towns that held elections in November
and December hold business meetings. Some towns hold both elections and business meet-
ings.

Fall: Some towns hold second business meetings.

How do I find out when the annual meeting will take place?
Watch your local newspaper. Signs are posted around some towns. In some towns, every
citizen is notified at home. Check your town’s website, if it has one. And you may always call
town hall, ask for the clerk’s office, and ask when the annual meeting will take place.

How do I find out about special meetings?
Special meetings, by their very nature, are not held at the same time every year. Watch your
local newspaper and watch for signs posted around some towns. Some towns will notify you
at home. The towns with websites usually announce special meetings on-line.

Who calls special Town Meetings?

Generally, the selectmen call special Town Meetings.

May voters call a special Town Meeting?
Yes, voters may call a special Town Meeting. Two hundred registered voters or 20% of the
total number of registered voters, whichever is less in number, may request a special Town
Meeting. The special Town Meeting must be held no later than 45 days after the Board of
Selectmen receive the request.
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What's the procedure for voters calling a special Town Meeting?
The requisite number of voters must sign a written request for a special Town Meeting. The
format of the written request is flexible. Voters should include their addresses after their sig-
natures.

Voters deliver the written request to the Board of Selectmen. The Board of Selectmen must
then call a special meeting within 45 days.

May a special Town Meeting be called for more than one reason?
Yes, a special Town Meeting may be called for more than one reason. For example, a
special Town Meeting could be called to consider amending the zoning code and buying
new fire truck.

I

THE WARRANT

What’s a warrant?
The warrant lists a meeting’s time, place, and agenda. A warrant is also known as a warning.
A Town Meeting’s action is not valid unless the subject was listed on the warrant.

When is the warrant available?
A warrant is available at least 7 days before an annual meeting, and at least 14 days before a
special meeting.

How do I see the warrant?
It depends on your town and its by-laws. Warrants are posted in public places, published in
the local newspaper, delivered to every residence, or a combination of all three. Towns with
websites may publish their warrants on-line. If a town’s by-laws do not specify the manner
in which a warrant can be posted, the town must vote or the Attorney General must approve
the manner in which the warrant is posted.

Who makes up the warrant?
The selectmen, who “issue” it.

What are articles?
Articles are items on the warrant. Appropriations for each town function or department may
be in separate articles. Or one article on the warrant may propose appropriations for all nec-
essary town expenses.

May voters place articles on the warrant?
Yes, voters may “insert” articles in the warrant. They have to do it before selectmen “close”
the warrant.

To insert an article in the warrant for an annual Town Meeting, at least 10 registered vot-
ers of the town must sign a written request. The written request of registered voters for the
insertion of subjects in town meeting warrants shall not be valid unless the required number
of registered voters not only sign their names but also state their residence, with street and
number, if any. Voters do not have to include their addresses after their signatures, but it is a

good idea.
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If you want a sample of an article to use to draft your article, go to town hall and ask for

a copy of the annual report, or check if your town has a website and publishes the annual
report there. The annual report will have warrants from the previous year’s Town Meeting,
which you can use as samples. For further assistance, contact the town clerk or town counsel.

Citizens may insert an article in the warrant for a special Town Meeting. Selectmen shall
insert in the warrant for every special town meeting all subjects which shall be requested by
100 registered voters or 10% of the total number of voters, whichever is lesser.

How TowN MEETINGS OPERATE

What is the quorum for a Town Meeting?
In an open Town Meeting, the minimum number of voters who may conduct business is es-
tablished by the individual town’s by-laws. The quorum in some towns is zero; if only a single
citizen appears, the Town Meeting may start and conduct business.

In a representative Town Meeting, a majority of the Town Meeting Members may conduct
business.

Who may attend?
Any member of the public may attend a Town Meeting.

Who may speak?
All of a town’s registered voters may speak in an open or representative Town Meeting. In a
representative Town Meeting, a registered voter who is not a town meeting member has a
right to speak subject to conditions prescribed by the meeting.

Non-voters may speak at the discretion of the moderator or Town Meeting,.

Who may vote?
In an open Town Meeting, the town’s voters may vote.

In a representative Town Meeting only Town Meeting Members may vote on business mat-
ters.

Is the warrant the agenda?
Yes, the warrant generally states the things to be voted on, but the moderator may interpret
the articles liberally.

Usually, the Town Meeting considers the warrant’s articles in order. However, the moderator
or Town Meeting itself may change the order. Some towns decide the order of warrants by
lottery.

How do I know which article the Town Meeting is considering?
The moderator summarizes each article or reads it entirely before starting debate.

How is the budget considered?
The selectmen or appointed budget committee must print and distribute information regard-
ing appropriations at or before the annual Town Meeting. Different towns handle the bud-
get article differently. Towns have three general ways:
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First: The moderator: reads a budget item; calls for a recommendation from the finance
committee on that item; calls for debate on that item; and calls for a vote on that item.
Then the moderator does the same with the next budget item.

Second: The moderator reads each budget item, but doesn’t stop for debate. If a voter
wants to debate an item, he or she calls out, “Hold!,” or a similar word, depending on
the Town Meeting. The moderator will “lay aside” that item, and get back to it later.
After reading all budget items, the moderator calls for a vote on all items that were not
laid aside. Then the moderator takes up budget items that were laid aside. The modera-
tor calls for debate, possible amendments, and a vote on each item.

Third: The moderator summarizes the budget article. The chairman of the finance com-
mittee moves that the Town Meeting appropriate the money recommended in the
finance committee’s report. Then the moderator entertains motions to amend the bud-
get article. When the Town Meeting has voted on all amendments, the Town Meeting
votes on the finance chairman’s motion as originally presented or amended.

PARTICIPATING IN TOWN MEETINGS

How do I vote?
Voters in open Town Meeting vote by various methods.

Voice vote. Many Town Meeting votes are by voice. The moderator asks that all in favor
. <« b2 <« » . . <« b
(everyone voting “yes”) say, “Yea” (which is pronounced “yay”). Then the moderator
asks that all opposed (everyone voting “no”) say, “Nay.” The moderator listens and de-
cides which side prevailed. Voters who are unfamiliar with the difference between “yea”
and “nay” may find this reminder useful: “Yea” and “yes” both start with “y.” “Nay” and
“no” both start with “n.”

Show of hands. The moderator asks that all in favor raise their hands. Then the modera-
tor asks that all opposed raise their hands. The moderator looks at the number of hands
in general and decides which side prevailed. Or hands are counted.

Roll call. Voters are called by name and answer “Yea” or “Nay.”

Standing vote or rising vote. All in favor are asked to stand or rise. They are counted.
Next, all voters who are opposed are asked to stand. They are counted. This form of
vote is also known as dividing the meeting.

Secret ballots. When voters vote by secret ballot is determined by a town’s by-laws. In
some towns, the moderator can call for a secret ballot. In some towns, if a certain num-
ber of voters request it, a vote will be by secret ballot. In other towns, a vote will be by
secret ballot if 25 % percent of the voters present and voting ask for it.

Does a representative Town Meeting use the same methods of voting?
Yes, a representative Town Meeting does use the same methods of voting. However, a rep-
resentative Town Meeting can take a vote by secret ballot only if 2/3 of the Town Meeting
Members present and voting approve it.
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Are there votes that cannot be taken by voice?
Yes, there are votes that cannot be taken by voice. Suppose that a town’s by-laws require that
2/3 of the voters, not a simple majority, vote to approve the budget for it to pass. Unless the
voice vote is unanimous in favor of the budget, the moderator will find it hard to determine
if more than 2/3 of the voters said “yea.” A vote requiring a super-majority (more than a
simple majority) is usually decided by a vote other than voice vote.

What if I think that the moderator did not decide correctly a

voice vote or an informal show of hands?
Stand immediately and say one of the following: “I doubt it,” “I doubt the vote,” or “I ques-
tion it.” If at least six other voters stand with you, the moderator must count votes more
formally. The moderator must then verify the vote by polling the voters or by dividing the
meeting or by the method provided for by the municipal by-laws.

How do I speak in debate?
If you wish to speak, stand up and wait for the moderator to acknowledge you. When the
moderator acknowledges you, state your name, your precinct if you know it, and your ad-
dress.

Speak about the topic being discussed. Don’t speak about a previous topic (unless there is a
motion to rescind or reconsider).

Make your comments to the moderator, not to the Town Meeting or individual Town Meet-

ing Members.

For example, do not say, “I have something to say to the Town Meeting,” or “Mr. Smith, you
said something as a Town Meeting Member that I want to respond to.” Instead, say some-
thing like, “Mr. Moderator, these are my thoughts on this article.”

You may attack a previous speaker’s argument, but do not attack a previous speaker. For
example, do not say, “The previous speaker is dead wrong.” Instead, say something like, “I
disagree with the argument we just heard.”

Try to avoid referring to previous speakers by name. For example, try not to say, “I agree with
Mr. Jones’ argument.” Instead, say something like, “I agree with the argument that we can

afford this budget item.”

Since you make your comments to the moderator, you may not directly debate or ask ques-

tions of a previous speaker. For example, do not say, “Mr. Johnson, you say that we should

make another exception to the zoning law. I'm asking you: When do we draw the line and

stop making exceptions?”

Instead, say something like, “Mr. Moderator, we have heard the argument that we should

make just one more exception to the zoning law. But I say it’s time to stop making excep-
T

tions.
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PROCEDURE AND MOTIONS

Do I need to know “parliamentary” procedure to attend a Town Meeting?
No, you do not need to know “parliamentary” procedure to attend a Town Meeting. The

moderator will take care of it.

Are Town Meetings run according to Roberts’ Rules of Order?
Some are; some are not. Please consult your town clerk.

Does the majority always rule?
No, the majority does not always rule. Sometimes a super-majority (more than a simple
majority) is needed for votes on some specific issues. For example, authorizing selectmen to
purchase or take land by eminent domain requires a 2/3 vote.

Are a town’s by-laws the final word on how the Town Meeting runs?
No, by-laws may be suspended in some circumstances. A town’s by-laws themselves explain
how to suspend them. It might require a 2/3 vote or a unanimous vote to suspend a provi-
sion in the by-laws.

Are the moderator’s rulings final?
In some areas, yes, the moderator’s rulings are final. In other areas, it is unclear whether a
moderator’s ruling can be appealed. It depends on the practice of the moderator and Town
Meeting. In Town Meetings where a moderator’s rulings are appealed, here is the usual proce-
dure.
A voter or Town Meeting Members makes a point of order. The moderator rules on the point
of order. A voter or Town Meeting Member then says, “I appeal from the ruling of the mod-
erator / chair.” Someone else seconds the appeal. The moderator then announces a vote on
the question, “Should the decision of the moderator be reversed?”

What do the following terms mean?

The term... means...

dismiss an article t0 ....coeveeirinienenicnenens defeat it

postpone an article indefinitely to ............ defeat it

take no action on an article to ......c..c....... defeat it

lay the question on the table .................... to kill or postpone (depending on the town) a measure
table the question ..........ccoecincincinnne. to kill or postpone (depending on the town) a measure
move the previous question ..........c..c....... to cut off debate and vote on the issue at hand

What does a motion to take from the table mean?
Tabling a motion or laying a question on the table generally means to kill it, but it does not
mean to kill it finally. To take an issue from the table means to consider an issue that the
Town Meeting previously tabled.

If ’m not familiar with making motions, how do I make one?

Rather than make a motion that may require the moderator to untangle and decode it, stand up
and ask the moderator from the floor how to make a motion to achieve what you want to do.
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How do I call for a vote?
Move the previous question, which means to call for a vote. Under the by-laws of many
towns, you must make certain motions, such as those involving money, in writing.

What’s the difference between reconsideration and rescission?
A vote to reconsider a previous vote temporarily postpones final action on that vote. A vote
to rescind a previous vote cancels it.

What's the difference among adjourning, recessing, and dissolving?
Dissolving the Town Meeting means that it is over until the next Town Meeting, which
must be called by a new warrant. If the Town Meeting has not dissolved, but is taking a
break, and will resume on the same day, it has recessed.

“Adjourning” is an imprecise word. It is sometimes used to mean “dissolving”; sometimes
“recessing”; and sometimes that one day of the Town Meeting has ended, and that the Town
Meeting will resume on a later day.

What does it mean to adjourn without day?
Adjourning without day means that the Town Meeting has dissolved. Adjourning without
day is also called adjourning sine day (pronounced “si-nee day” or “si-nee die”). In other
words, the Town Meeting has adjourned without setting another day to reconvene. A new
warrant is needed to reconvene.

AFTER THE REPRESENTATIVE TOWN MEETING DISSOLVES

Do I have control over the votes of Town Meeting Members?
Generally, yes. In some towns, the votes of representative Town Meetings do not take effect
until a certain number of days after the Town Meeting expires. In other towns, only votes on
certain subjects do not take effect immediately.

In all towns, votes on the following subjects do not take effect for seven days, not counting
Sundays and holidays: special appropriations of $20,000 or more; establishing, abolishing, or
merging town boards or offices; establishing a term of office for town officers; changing the
number of a town board’s members; adopting a new by-law and amending an existing by-
law.

To try to overturn decisions described in the previous paragraph, voters may circulate peti-
tions within seven days after Town Meeting dissolved. The petition must be signed by at least
3% of the town’s voters, with their names and addresses. The petition must be filed with the
selectmen.

To try to overturn other decisions by a representative Town Meeting, voters should check
their respective towns’ by-laws yes or no. No action of a representative town meeting can be
reversed unless at least 20% of the registered voters vote to do such.

Petitions to overturn representative Town Meeting decisions go to the Board of Selectmen.
The Selectmen then schedule an election at which the following question appears on the ballot:
“Should the town vote to approve the action of the representative Town Meeting whereby it
was voted [brief description of the vote]?” Voters go to the polls and vote yes or no.

For more details, look at your town’s by-laws.
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Where do I find the statutes governing Town Meetings?
Go to your local library. Ask to see the Massachusetts General Laws, chapters 39 and 43A.
Parts of other chapters apply to Town Meetings, but chapters 39 and 43A are the major ones.
Check with your town clerk if your Town Meeting is governed by special act or town charter.

Where do I get my town’s by-laws?
Call your town hall and ask the clerK’s office. When you ask for the by-laws, also ask if the
Massachusetts Legislature has passed any law that applies specifically to your town or if your
town has accepted any specific Massachusetts General Laws.

Where do I get my town’s charter?
Ask the clerk’s office or check your town’s website.

Can I see a video of a previous Town Meeting?
Some towns videotape their Town Meetings. If you want to get a sense of a Town Meeting
before you attend, find out if a videotape exists. Contact the town clerK’s office, your local
library, or your local cable television company.

Is there anything else I should get?
Some towns publish policies or guidelines, similar to this primer, in print or on-line. In some
towns, it is part of the warrant or of the finance committee’s report. In other towns, the lo-
cal newspaper publishes such a primer as a newspaper article. In still other towns, the local
League of Women Voters publishes a primer.

Should I check my town’s website?
Yes! Your town’s website might contain the warrant, minutes of past meetings, notices of spe-
cial meetings, and a primer, such as this one.

To find if your town has a website, call your town clerk, or log on to www.state.ma.us/cc
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