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Christine Joyce

From: Dorg' Hunier

Sent: Friday, May 28, 2004 12:46 PM

To: Board of Selecimen; Manager Department
Subject: Municipal Advacate Article

Hi Folks,

I am impressed with concept outlined in the article entitled "State of the Town Improves Connections and
Decision-Making" which appears at page 16 of the Municipal Advocate magazine we all received this week.
Please read i, if you have not already done so.

Don: Please put a discussion of this concept and whether it might be helpful to do something similar in Acton
on the next regular meeting's Agenda.

Regards,

Dore’ Hunter

Selectman, Town of Acton, MA
Tel: 978-263-0882

Fax: 978-263-9230

Email: DoreHunter@aol.com

5/28/2004
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State of the Town

Improves Connections -
and Decision-Making

By Katie CARROLL

‘W fhen Lincoln was founded
250 years ago, its resideats
helonged to one parish that
congregated in a single meeting house,
which was both the social center of the
agricuitaral community and its scat of
sovernment. Townspeople and local
leaders had frequent oppostunities o
speak informally aboul their concerns
when they met for weekly services.
“People saw cach cther on @ regular
basis,” says Selectman Sara Matles.

Lincoln’s town leaders acknowledge
their role as stewards of the town’s history
and value ils tradition of open town
meerings. At the same time they realize
that the demographics and way of life in
town have changed considerably over the
past two-and-a-half centuries. Siill 4
relatively small town at 5,500 residents,
they saw that there was 2 need for
increased citizen participation to keep
the open town meeting u vital and effec-
tive way of decision-making for the
town. With this in mind, they organized
Lincoln's first State of the Town ineeting
in fall 2002.

State of the Town was designed 10
inform residents about important deci-
sions and budger issues facing the town
and to improve the process of town
meeting. All residents are jnvited to
attend the meeting, which it more like a
discussion thap a formal meeting ot
hearing. It is an open forum between
town officials and residents covering the

Katie Carroll is the MMA's associate editor,
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key issucs facing the Town.
Several deparrments present
issues and policy decisions that
lje ahead. Rosidents are encouraged to
ask questions, voice opinions ani make
suggestions. In fact, most of the three-
hour meeting is deveted to a question
and answer session.

“Residents enjoy the fact that it is
more vpen than town meeting.” Town
Administrator Timothy Higgins says.
Susan Harding of the Linceln League of
Women Voters describes State of the
Town as “a mini-lown meeting without
having 1o say ‘yes’ or ‘ne’ o anything”

Held each fall, State of the Town
altows residents to lcarn about the priori-
ties each town board and department i3
setting forth as they prepare for the
annual town mecting to be beld the fol-
Jowing spring. This gives residents a
chance 10 state their opinions early in the
process—well in udvance of a town
meeting vote. It's a way for residents to
“have input before the budgets are devel-
oped,” Higgins says. Finance Commiliee
member Susan Bronks says, “It has
given those of us op towa bouards a way
to be more clear about the issues the
town is facing.”

The meeting is an cfficient way for
residents to iap into the key issuss and
pending policy decisions in one place at
one time. “Ir’s the coneept of one-stop
shopping.” Mattes says. A Typical town
meeting warrant in Lincoln has fifty
iterns. In order to stay informed on all
these issues, residents would have (o
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attend meet-
ings and hearings
twe OF three nights a
week—something that's not
realistic for most people. *“We needed &
way to talk to the town zbout whut afe
the big picturs itoms on our collective
screen, the iems ground which budgets
need 10 be coordinated,” Brooks says.
State of the Town drew about 250
residents in 2003 down slightly from
the debut mecting in fall 2002, Lincols
officials consider the mrnout impressive
for the town’s small population.

Communlcation and Connections
State of the Town covers a ot of ground
in onc aflernoon, with presentations
from the taown administrator, the Board
of Selectmen and a few other key depart-
toents. A publication with reports from
all town departments and boards s sent
1o cvery househald to help residents
preparc for the yiecting, The booklet,
also available at Yhe meeting, comieins
the town's vision statement, the meeting
agenda, and teperts from the Board of
Selectmen, the wwn administrator and
all other town departments and boards.
These reports identify each group’s key
issues and prior ties in the shoit- and
long-term. Repor's were prepared by the
public and regional schools, the Finunce
Commitiee, the Planning Bourd. the
Zoning Board of Appeals, the Conserva-
tion Commission, the Community
Preservation Conmities. the library, the
Board of Assessers, the Police and Fue
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deparmments, the Council on Aging, the
Informarion Technology Deparimest, the
Waier Commission, the Housing Com-
mission, and the Recreation Department.

Tn the inferest of efficiency, not every
department makes a prescntation at State
of the Town. Instead, the prosentations
concentrate on cartain key sopics, selected
by the Board of Selectmen. The presen-
tations tighlight priorities and oprions in
one hour, leaving two hours open for
moderated discussion between residents
and local officials. Generully the ques-
tions from tesidents fit into the broad
categories of town government and
schools, according to own officials.
Specific items have included the town’s
relationship with Massport pertaining
te Hanscom Air Force Base, affordable
housing, water copssrvation, the
Community Preservation Act, and the
METCO program. The overlap af issues
became apparent as residents questicned
the impact of new housing development
on the schools. State of the Town has
helped residents 3¢@ the conngctions
berween seemingly distinct areas of local
government. It was “an eye opener
for the town at large to how complex
problems are and how jnterrelated
problems are,” Brooks says.

In addition to enhancing communica-
tion between local officials and residenty
on budget maticrs, officials say State of
the Town has increased communication
among town boards. Prepaning the agenda
for the meeting “farced the boards to ik
to one apother,” Mattes says. “During
State of the Town the boards talked 10
each other again, The conversation got
bounced around the wholc room, It was
a really open conversation between eifl-
zens and all the board members, IU's been
quite remarkeble.” This result has been 2
positive “unintended gonsequance” of
Suate of the Town, Mattes says.

Officials say that bringing fown
boards together to prepare for State of
the Town has improved the coordination
of the budget procesy, “State of the Town
forced us to think ahead rather than be
reactive,” Mattes ssys. IL “forced focus
and discipline.” It also highlighted for
board members the many connections
within wwa goverpment. Prior to State
of the Town, “sach board would prepare

its own budget and hold s own
hearings, but the missing piece was that
the boards never came [ogether on
budget issues,” Brooks says. Sometimes,
Mattes says, boards would “make deci-
sions in one arena and not be aware of
the downstream effect.” Now they “see
government is a dynamic organism.”

Brooks credits State of the Town with
getting the Finance Commitiee and the
Board of Assessors working togetber on
developing 8 tool that would enable
them Lo assess the costs versus revenue
for various development projects, such
as singic family homes, multi-fumily
homes, or commercial buildings. *“There
is a recognition pow thal there in u
financial impact w any of the land use
development choices the WOWn makes,
Brooks says.

Residents as Resources

Local officials find the exchange with
residents on sown matters to be valuable.
Longtime residents have institutionul
memeory, Brooks says, and all residents
are a great resource. State of the Town
“has deepened the conversation that
ideally rakes place befwesn boards, and
between hoards and residents,” she says.
It allows residents and officials 1o "bave
a conversation that s the best of the
small ‘d’ Lhas is democracy at lown
meeting™" Higgins compares the State of
the Town 1o a corporete sharcholders’
meeting. He says the meeting helps
Lincoln officials answer the question:
What is the will of the town?

“There is really no other way to get
that sort of direct inpur.” he says. Town
Moderator Jack French says, "It gives
the selcet board a chance 10 scope oul
people’s concerns and jssues that can
wranslate into an action at Town Meeting.”

Higging says State of the Townp
“creates 4 sense of greater acceptability
with voters despie fiscal difficuities.
... Thore was a sease of support and
confidence demonstrated at town meei-
ing end at the polls [for the annual town
election)”’ Af town meeting in March
2002, Hipgins says, "an override was
supported and the budget was adopted
with almost no questions.” Brooks adds,
swhat we are coming 1o grips with in

conzinted on page 26

We Have 2 Question for You

State of the Town gkfilas Linciin officlals
a chance ta respond directly to
rasidents’ concerhs, The following
are’ examples of questions raised
by residents at theéi 2002 State of the
Town Meeting: 4

Chagpter 40B (affordible housing law)

« What is 40B7

« By how many units is the town under
the 10 percent requirement?

« Dows 408 allowithe town to count
apartments In its dffordable inventory?

+ Has the town considered how it
might use development/impact fees
so that developers are required 10
help offset the costs they Impose on
the town?

Community Presatvation Act
« How much revienue will the CPA
generate for Lingaln?

Envitonment/Consarvation

¢ What is the tgwn doing through
Ite regulations and land use to
encourags waler conservation?

Schools

« What is Lincolrs cost for providing
the METCO program?

v What is the Schoal Committee’s
philosophy soneerning MCAS?

« Could the Schoo! Committee lease
gpace to private arganizations as a
way of defraying cosis?

Volunteerism

» How do we sxprass our Interest in
volunteering, and how do we find out
about the posﬁicns./assignments that
need to be filleld?
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Put our experience to work for you. At Banknorth, our
Government Banking department offers a full range of

financial advisory services, along with an unparalleled
knowledge of local, state and county governments, This
knowledge, combined with local decision making and the

may have, produces results for the citizens and taxpayers
you serve. We invite you to call today to schedule an
appointment. o R I
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b Banknorth

Massachusetts
it's nice knowing®

800 696-017

deposit, cash management, investment, lending, leasing and

power to persanally deliver virtually any banking request you

| celebrate every day of lite I'm given.
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\ GEOD consuLting

ENGINEERING « TRANSPORTATION + PHOTOGHAMMETRY + SURVEYING

+ Storm Water Management

» Geographic Information Service
» Municipal Engineering

« Traffic Studies

» Roadway Reconstruction Deslgn

» Intersection Analysis

= Water / Wasicwater

« Construction Administration
» Parks & Recreation

» Aerial Photography/Mapping

560 ROLAND STREET, BOSTON, MA 02120 + 617-77
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STATE OF THE TOWN

Continued from page 17

{his town iy that the cosis of doing
business generally exceed the rather
arbitrary figures set by Proposition 2.
That bajancing act s a trick the town 3
going to be practiciag with regulacity in
the futwre™”

state of the Town is now a regular
part of the town’s planning process.
“ sae a big payoff just in the first two
meetings.” Brooks says.

The idea for Stale of the Town origi-
naied ahout three years ago during an
annual team meeting of the town’s vol-
unteer boards, (The team meetings were
creatod as 4 way fo- the voluntoer boards
o communicate with sach other.) State of
the Town was des-gned to inform Tesi-
dents in vrder (o iriprove Lown meeling.
There was a “lack of meaningfu] citizen
mvolvement carly on in the town mest-
ing process.” Higgms says. “Town Meet-
ing was taking so long 10 waork through,”
Mattes recalls. “here was a sense of
frustration. We thought, ‘Is this any way
to do husiness?’ Important decisions
were heing made” Wilh the Sraw of the
Town meetings, information gathering 18
done well in advance, shc 3uys. and
there is “no need 1o use the {oor of town
mecting to be doizg reconpaissance.”

“Stare of the Town right now is perfect
for us,” Muttes says. “Will it be in ten
years? Town meniing waorked for how
many years and hen we needed o twesk
it Martes belicve. that State of the Town
works well because Linculn is a small
town. She acknowledges that in the future
State of the Town may need 1o change &3
the stare of the town does just that.

For more information, call Timothy
Higgins at (781) 259-2600.

WWW.Inma.org
Your MMA resource on
the Internet

The MMA Wb slte is your online
resource for the latest information
related te lncal government in
Magsachusetis.

Visitors may contact MMA staff,
order pubfications or submit
classifiad ads.

Visit www.mma.org today.
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