
Clerk’s corner 10/2019 – Town Meeting Lives 
 Why do we have to go to Town Meeting? Eighty eight percent of municipalities in New 

England are governed by Town Meeting. Town Meeting is a direct form of democracy, which 

means that citizens decide on policy initiatives directly.  This differs from other democracies, 

such as representative democracies, where voters elect others to represent their interests. In 

Massachusetts, Town Meeting is governed by Chapter 39 of the Massachusetts General Laws. 

The statute requires that voters be present at the meeting to participate in the debate and 

exercise their right to vote. Town Meeting offers the perfect opportunity for voters to come 

together and interact with one another in a civil way. We discuss issues and come to consensus 

on how we want life to be in our community. Articles are meant to be discussed and amended 

before any vote is taken. Because of the open nature of this meeting, it is not possible to prepare 

ballots prior, as it would be impossible to anticipate the exact questions that are formulated for 

the vote.  

 Town Meeting is the least discriminatory form of government. Every single person has an 

equal vote. This is exciting to know that at the age of eligibility to vote, 18, every registered 

voter has the same power, the power of one, to express their opinions on how the Town should 

run. Historically, in colonial times attendance at town meeting was mandatory, and those who 

were absent or arrived late could be fined. The world is a different place than it was in colonial 

days and people now say that they cannot find the time to spend debating and voting on Town 

issues. The end result is that only small numbers of voters actually attend Town meeting and 

decide on Town issues, including how monies are spent and other bylaws. Hence the complaint 

that Town Meeting is no longer viable.  

 Regardless of the complaints, Town Meeting has survived. In Massachusetts, 303 

of the 351 municipalities (86%) still govern by Town Meeting. To change the legislative body of 

a municipality would require active participation from the populous, which may be one reason 

the Town Meeting endures. It may also continue because it is so different from other political 

institutions and because it is the only forum in which ordinary citizens can stand up and confront 

their community and their leaders. It is a mechanism by which the people can take control of 

their community. Perhaps it is time to listen to Thomas Jefferson in his writings when he called 

Town Meeting, “the wisest invention ever devised by the wit of man for the perfect exercise of 

self-government.”  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Initiatives
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representative_democracy


 

 

All that is expected of voters in return for the benefit of being a resident is to attend, 

participate and vote at Town Meeting. No one expects 100% Town participation but it really 

would be beneficial to all if at least 51% of the eligible voters did make our community a priority 

and carve out the necessary time to make our community what we want it to be.  

Town Meetings are annual and are scheduled far in advance as stated in the 

municipality’s bylaws or charters. Here are the dates for the local 2020Town Meetings, please 

mark your calendars. Boxford – Second Tuesday in May: May 12, 2020, Hamilton – First 

Saturday in April: April 4, 2020, Ipswich – Second Tuesday in May: May 12, 2020, Middleton 

– Second Tuesday in May: May 12, 2020, Topsfield – First Tuesday in May: May, 2020, 

Wenham – First Saturday in April: April 4, 2020  

 

Dianne Kaplan Bucco was first elected the Wenham Town Clerk on April 11, 2014 and has 

achieved the designation of Certified Municipal Clerk in 2017. The Clerks Corner has been a 

monthly staple in the Hamilton Wenham Chronicle since May 2015. For more information on the 

clerk’s office, please go to www.wenhamma.gov or follow the Wenham Town Clerk on 

Facebook.  
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