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BOOKS

revealing i ,.
to Vermont process

By Richard F. Winters
Special to The Free Press.

rank Bryan’s new book, “Real
Democracy: The New England
Town Meeting and How It
Works,” is splendid in every re-
spect. Bryan is familiar to many Vel
monters as: an author-and University

of ‘Vermont faculty ~member, VPR

commentator: -and - widely read: hu-
morist.” One might - even. consider
Bryan a “professional Vermonter.”

“Real “Democracy”: ought to be
read and corisidered by every Ver-
mont resident. To anyone attending a
town meeting, this. will be an enor-
mously instructive “read.” Bryan jus-
tifies why people are there, and he.
does so in convincing fashion. I know
of no other book quite like it — itisa
scholarly - “page-flipper.” Each page
brims: with new and unexpected in-
sights. He generates valuable charac
terizations of town meetings, and his

conclusions : about the relationship =

between ‘democracy . in practice in

Vermont towns. and our nation’s de- |

mocracy should be considered by-all.

Another -strength of this  book:
Bryan is both a well-regarded social
scientist” and a strong advocate for
small-scale democracy, so: thé ‘book
persuasively joins an author’s passion
for. a. cause: with  dispassion  of
method.

Every year since 1969, Bryan has
been sending students out to 50 or so
randomly selected Vermont towns to
observe and document town meet-
ings — by recording attendance, who
speaks on what issues, how the meet-
ings vote, the tenor of the meetings,
and much more. The result is.a mas-
sive amount of data collected over
three decades ‘on almost 1,500 town
meetings. What’s more, Bryan did it
on a shoestring, with no foundation
support. This is’ social ‘science . as
practiced on the ground, by a teacher
and his students. The outcome is a
one-of-a-kind database.

Size matters

Ll

P 7 3 ©

Frank Bryan has put three decades of research into his book on the char- .

acter and state of Vermont’s town meeting,
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‘Are there ways to tweak the town
meeting to get more people there?

Bryan examines a number of con-
trollable factors that range from the
size of meeting place, time of meet-
ing, joined/not-joined with'school dis-

~trict meetings and the tise of Austral

“ian'(or paper) ballot. He finds that the .

rate of participation &t town meetings




Slze matters

; What then, is the state of demo
{racy in Vermont S ]

percent. The perverse. mpact
~of town on attendance is th
ambiguous result of Bryan's nalys:s

As the rumbers of registered voters. '

in towns rise, attendance rates fall.
Thus, larger towns,; the size of She

burne (4,500 registered voters), aver- -

age about 300 in attendance (6 pe

cent of voters), while the smaller
towns, the size of Newark (250) typi-
cally report 100 voters (40 percent or .

more). There are very few findings in
all of political anaiysxs as systemanc‘

and as strong as Bryan’s size princi-
ple: The principle s reptesented bya

A couple of facmrs surely accourit
for this. First; as the size of the towns
~increases, the value, or percewed im=

“pact, of the single individual's vote
_women attended at a rate a bit below
- mien, and women were less likely to
~ speakout. .

M While there is'a Iot of vanatlon :

falls. Moreover; each of a2 small
town’s decisions’ =~ many of them

large and lumpy, such as the purchase'
of 4 dump trick or hiring a new

teacher ~— may have a sizable effect

on a citizen’s tax bill.. Bryan also
points .out ‘that civic duty gets

aroused in the small town when one
neighbor asks another to go to meet-
ing to help pass an article — or retro-
spectively, when the absent resident
istold at the gas station, ™
you at town meeting last week” .

Intriguing findings

What ‘doesn’t affect participation?

Level of education, occupation, per-
centage -of ‘home ownership don’t
seem to have much impactat all. Sim-
ilarly, towns with histories of strong

support. for liberal issues ‘and high
turnouts 'in - general ‘elections don’t

necessarily have higher turnouts at

town meeting.

Two other important findings:

town meetmg, this Wlll

- term dechne in resuient parnmpatmn _
‘Here to stay"

.. didn’t see

_down to the polls in early spring to

sk Or PApEr) Danot. He INas mat e
rate of participation at town meetings
doesn't seem to respond to most of:

these eiements, with the exception of.

ghtliein

+The long-term answe
shoring up the power of towns to de-
cide 1mportam matters vis—a ws the -

te.
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From’ ~t_hls‘ p’e:‘spe‘ctivé,” the ,t'own

* meeting, first, conveys more power to

residents through voting on many ar-

‘ncles, and, second, enlists part1c1pa~ :
‘tion in more finely gramed issues of
interest from education (hire new

teacher) to roads (buy used dump

“truck) to a wider and probably as rep-

| resentative a set of voters as the plau-
sible alternative such as $1mp1e dlrect~ &

- electlons‘

. Further, as Bryan notes, the town‘,_

meetmg provides residents’ with a
pracuca} political education in anera -

. when civics classes are. m declme, or .

ring (LASHIONL  dea.

from year-to-year - in  attendance,

 there is a significant drop-off in at-

tendance in the 30 years — a long-

So how strong is Vermont’s town.
meetmg form of local government?

. On average Bryan notes, only 20 per- -
cent of a town’s residents attend and
7 percent speak out. This seems ap-

pallingly low. when compared with
presidential election ‘turnout of

-70:percent-plus percent in Vermont.
-Yet if Vermonters simply junked the .

town meeting, and instead trooped

vote for members of local boards and;
possibly vote ‘on ‘watrrant articles,
turnout ‘would not be much greater

“than 20 percent.

. absent aitogether, from most s
- Civics and government 1
. schools do not prepare cit
- prepare observers and consumers of
politics. .

inour
tizens; we

What's the future of the town

~ meeting form of government, in the

face of the long-term drop in attend-

““ance? Certainly, that depends in part

on ending the long-term upward
leaching of power and authority from

the towns to the state government It
‘Vermont is serious about practicing

real democracy, then a serious effort
may be necessary to carve out for

“towns the rights to public authority

overissues of importance to voters.

Seventy years ago, John Maynard
Keynes noted that the ideas of “politi- -

~.cal philosophers ... are more powerful

than is commonly understood.” The
voices and actions of those in author-
ity, he noted, are often captive of =
words ‘and ideas of “some academic

'seribbler.” Let’s hope . that Bryan’s

book will thus captivate the residents
andleaders of Vermont.

Richard -F. ' Winters. is Remsen  professor’ of
government at Dartmiouth College.




