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HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Town meeting evolutmn

The following is an ex-
cerpt from a talk that former

Moderator C. Peter R. Gos- ...

sels delivered at a Wayland
Historical Society program

on Oct. 2 on “Wayland’s

Town Meetings Through
the Ages.” This is the second

By 1982, the’ ‘town ap-

fice every year. ;
-One:of the first thmgs I

did when' Twas first elected

in 1982 was.to invite any-

one, who wished to serve re- .

freshments at town. meet-
ings, to apply in order to im-
prove atténdance. at.town
meetings by making’them
more pleasant and cornvivial.

The second thing I did was -
to invite voters to “work-
shops” designed to improve .
the Workmgs of town meet-

ings,: These. Workshops
were well attended and pro-
duced some valuable sug-
gestions.: .. s
By 1986, 1 had’ complled
rules and reg‘ulatlons that I

would follow in conducting

our:town ‘meetings. .and
caused them:to be published
in each warrant for all to see.
Four years later, I author-
ized our cable channel to

broadcast town meetings,

live, despite the objections
of those who thought it
might reduce attendance at
town meetmgs '
-There is evidence that
these broadcasts have, in
fact, encouraged attendance,
because they have educated
many residents, who had

moved to Wayland from -

outside of New England,
about our legislative process.
According to records I

have kept about town meet-

ings, attendance during the

last 25 years has averaged
349. This year’s attendance

.was :329;iin.2010, it was
'465; in 2009, it was 326;

but. dunng the years 2005
through 2008, it averaged
654.
Attendance
largely on the controversial
nature of the issues before

town meeting, because con-

troversy tends to generate

.interest and attendance;:

‘T have introduced other
innovations to make town |
meeting more efficient and
user friendly.

1. I imposed time limits
on every voter who wishes to

depends.

3.1 always invited an op-
ponent to the main motion
to come forward and gave
that person equal time to
present that position. In the
past, opponents were some-

" times not recognized or giv- :

en equal time. : -

4. I also insisted that the
tellers, who counted stand-
ing counted votes, announce
the result of their count to

the voters, not to the mod-

address the voters in:town.

meeting assembled, includ-
ing members of the School’
Committee and the Finance;
" Committee; aswellf‘ limits'
for debate on eachi article.”

These limits: have ‘cut . the:

time needed to dispose of:

the average article by near-

1y 50 percent. . :
2. Borrowmg an 1dea from

the League of Women Vot-
ers, I provided microphones
for those who wish to speak
in favor of the main motion,
another for those who wish
to speak in opposition to a
motion, and a procedural
mike for presenting the
main motion, the position of
the principal opponent and
for those who wish to raise
procedural issues. The ob-
jective of those three mikes
was to save time as voters
lined up behind the mike of
their choice. The mikes also
allow the moderator to cre-
ate the semblance of a civi-
lized conversation by rec-
ognizing speakers at the

. “pro” and “con” mikes so

that both points of view,
and then some, could be
heard one after the other.
The only traveling mike
now in use is to serve voters
who are handicapped.

erator alone.

5.In 2005, I appointed 23
volunteers to a Town Meet-
ing Study Committee that
‘issued a 21-page report full
of suggestions to,improve
attendance at town meet-
ings, many of which were
implemented.

6. In 2006, I published
the “Moderator’s-Handbook
for Wayland Town Meet-
ings,” which ‘contained a
user-friendly description of
Wayland’s town government

- and town meetings. When

the first edition was ex-
hausted, I published an up-
dated edition in 2009.

7. In 2010,.1 appointed
Dennis J. Berry as Way-
land’s first assistant to the
moderator in order to help
the moderator count the
votes, and to answer ques-
tions from voters during the
course of each session of
town meeting, thereby sav-
ing some time.-

I also appointed a Town
Meeting Advisory Commit-

‘tee to help the moderator

carry out his or her duties, a
Town Meetmg Facilities
Committee to help :make
town meetings more -effi-
cient, convenient and com-

: fortable as.-well as:a Town:
Meeting Procedures ‘Sub-"
committee to advise the
‘moderator on how to make

town meetings more effi-
cient and user friendly: Con-
tributions by the members
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of those committees helped
to make the 2011 annual

Town Meeting more agree--

able for those who attended.

8. There were other inno- .
vations for which I cannot .-

claim credit, including the
bylaw that requires those
“who wish to offer.a main
« motion that differs from the
- article in the warrant by

. ‘more than 25 words to pro- -

“vide:a printed copy for

‘everyone attending town:

vation during my time in of--
- fice,. for which/I cannot:

" claim credit, was the intro-

duction on a trial basis of

electronic voting. The per-
son who persuaded the
town to try this method of
counting the vote was Alan
Reiss. As soon as the Town
Meeting had voted to try
electronic voting on an ex-
perimental basis at the ex-
pense of the manufacturer,

I appointed a distinguished

committee of IT experts,
led by Dave Bernstein, to
implement the project. I re-
ferred to the committee as
the Electronic Voting Im-
plementation Subcommit-
tee, or ELVIS for short. The
"ELVIS committee worked
on this project for nearly a

year and brought it to the

2011 Town Meeting. By rea-

son of their efforts, I became

the first moderator in the

United States to preside
over a town meeting that
counted the votes by using a

handheld wireless device, a
computer and a monitor at

the front of the hall, which |

tallied the vote instantly for
all to see.

Although the town was -

- persuaded to adopt elec-
tronic voting to shorten
town meetings by reducing
the time needed to count the
vote, its real importance is

that the voters were able to
cast their vote without dis-
closing their position to
their neighbors, Wayland

.had previously followed a

procedure to shield the vot-
ers from intimidation called
a “secret ballot,” but it was
very time-consuming:and
rarely approved by town
meetings. During my 30
years as moderator, I can re-
call only two -other. occa-
sions when we voted by se-
cret ballot.

that of the selectmen and
our new moderator, Dennis
Berry, to our experiment
with electronic voting at

this year’s annual Town

Meeting, I believe that we
have entered a new era this

year when standing count-

ed votes will no longer try
our patience and even the
moderator and the town

clerk will be able to vote

privately.

Precious legacy
Our Colonial ancestors
left us a precious legacy - a

" unique form of pure democ-

racy practiced nowhere else
in the world, where each
voter in town meeting as-
sembled can participate in
making the decisions that
affect their life, liberty and
property. Our Colonial fore-
fathers and mothers chose
to sacrifice their lives to
preserve and protected
those democratic institu-

tions as the citizen soldiers -

in Libya, and the citizens of
Egypt, Tunisia and Syria,
are doing today, in the hope
that they, too, will be able to
participate in their own gov-
ernments.

Despite all the changes
we have implemented to
make our town meetings

" more efficient and comfort-~

able for Wayland’s voters,
too many residents of Way-
land have abdicated their
precious right to attend,
participate in our town
meetings to vote and to
question our town officials
face-to-face. They will tell
you that they are too busy,
that babysitters cost too
much money, and that town
meetings are boring and
take too much time. As are-

. sult, they seem content to al-
.. lowour elected officials and

Based on my reading of
the public reaction aswell as

their professional assistants.
to exercise their right to
make decisions that affect

_ our lives and pocketbooks. -
i .~What the residents do not
" appreciate is that we con-
- tinue to hire high priced

professionals, who con-
stantly demand that we fi-
nance additional projects

. in their bailiwick, instead of
~ relying, as we did in the

past, on our vast reservoir of .
very talented professionals,
who have volunteered to
help our elected officials.

" The fine work of the mem-

bers of the ELVIS Commit-
tee is only one recent ex-
ample of how volunteers
contribute to Wayland’s
town government.

We cannot please every-
one, of course, or satisfy the
needs of those who cannot,
or will not, dedicate a few-
evenings each year to exer-
cise their right to participate
in town government; but
we have tried and must con-
tinue to encourage everyone
to participate in Wayland’s
government by running for
office, by volunteering to
serve on a committee or
board, or by coming to our
town meetings whenever
they can, lest we be taxed
and governed, one day, by
professional politicians and
their employees.



