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Before you doze, however, think about what this report 
means. A good town report can tell you a great deal about 
your town. While town expenditures and tax rates are 
ıŉŪőŭŹîŊŹ̇Źő̇îŃŃ̇őĦ̇žű˗̇Źĭđ̇ŭđŪőŭŹű̇őĦ̇ŹőƓŊ̇őĦƠćđŭű˶Ħŭőŉ̇
Źĭđ̇űđŃđćŹĆőîŭč̇Źő̇ćđŉđŹđŭƕ̇ćőŉŉıűűıőŊđŭű˶ĭđŃŪ̇žű̇žŊ-
derstand what has been going on during the last year and 
what may be planned for the future. 

The budget is up for a vote, but is it a fair and responsible 
budget? How does the highway budget proposed for this 
year compare with last year? How much did the zoning 
administrator take in fees and penalties, and how much 
did the Grand List grow? The answers to these and other 
questions are in the report, but for many voters, the town 
report arrives in the mail, gets put somewhere where “I’ll 
read it later,” is dropped behind some chair, and then if 
read at all is zipped through in less than a minute, often 
with a distasteful feeling because it reminds you of some 
other tax you have to pay. 

Sit down with it, in good light, and give it a chance. It’s 
the report of your town. 

Opening the Cover 
Find the index or table of contents. Some town reports 
have both, but others only have a listing of the various 
items, often without any discernable order. Look either 
at the front or back of the booklet. Now scan the listings. 
Usually there are three or four parts to a town report. 

First is the audit, done by professionals or our own audi-
tors, listing how the money of the town (and school, in 

some towns that don’t separate the reports) was spent 
during the previous year. A year can be either the calen-
čîŭ̇ƕđîŭ˗̇őŭ̇î̇ƠűćîŃ̇ƕđîŭ̇ĆđħıŊŊıŊħ̇lžŃƕ̇ʻ˖̇

¿đćőŊč̇ıű̇Źĭđ̇ĆžčħđŹ˶ ƓĭîŹ̇Źĭđ̇űđŃđćŹĆőîŭč̇ŪŭőŪőűđű̇Źő̇
spend on town needs during the coming year. Actually, if 
ƕőž˾ŭđ̇î̇ŹőƓŊ̇ƓıŹĭ̇î̇ćîŃđŊčîŭ̇ƠűćîŃ̇ƕđîŭ˗̇ƕőž˾ŭđ̇îŃŭđîčƕ̇
more than two months into that year already, but that’s 
the way it’s always been. 

Çĭıŭč̇ƓıŃŃ̇ćőŉđ̇î̇űđŭıđű̇őĦ̇ŭđŪőŭŹű̇Ħŭőŉ̇ŹőƓŊ̇őĦƠćıîŃű˗̇
including the selectboard, the zoning board, and the tax 
collector, followed sometimes by a listing of the sal

Çĭđ̇ƠŭűŹ̇ıŹđŉ̇Ɠđ̇ƓîŊŹ̇Źő̇Ńőőŀ̇îŹ̇ıű̇Źĭđ̇ƓîŭŊıŊħ˖̇`Ź˾ű̇žűž-
îŃŃƕ̇ƓıŹĭıŊ̇Źĭđ̇ƠŭűŹ̇Ơƒđ̇őŭ̇űıƔ̇Ūîħđű̇îŹ̇Źĭđ̇ĦŭőŊŹ̇őŭ̇îŹ̇Źĭđ̇
back of the booklet. Occasionally it is in the middle, at the 
űŹîŪŃđű˖̇=őŊ˾Ź̇ħő̇îŊƕ̇ĦžŭŹĭđŭ̇ƓıŹĭ̇Źĭđ̇Ćőőŀ̇žŊŹıŃ̇ƕőž̇ƠŊč̇
it. There is one for the town (and sometimes one for the 
school district). 

Look at the heading. Are you sure this isn’t last year’s 
minutes? They are important, but keep hunting for the 
warning. 

Now let’s see where and when the meeting is being held. 
Put it on the calendar right away. Reserve the day or 

Knowing enough about the rules of Town Meeting to handle basic motions is an important advantage at a floor 
meeting of the town. You might want to read “The Meeting Will Come to Order,” another in this series of pamphlets. 

How and Why to Read  
a Town Report 

A few days before Town Meeting Day, it’s time to sit down and look over the 
town report. Often it doesn’t take that long, because it doesn’t seem all that 
interesting. Oh sure, there’s a nice picture of a new plow or sewage treatment 

plant on the front, and a list of those who haven’t paid their property taxes this year, 
but most of the pages in the town report just don’t sing. Who would blame us for 
dozing off after only a few minutes? 
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evening and protect it from excuses or competing events. 
This is Town Meeting. Come on. 

Okay, let’s see what they are trying to put over on us this 
year. Find the budget article. Circle that amount. Write 
it on the back cover right now. Later we’re going to want 
to know the answer to the most important question to 
be asked at Town Meeting this year. How much does the 
budget increase over last year? And why? 

That information is in a different part of the report, and 
Ɠđ˾ŃŃ̇ƠŊč̇ıŹ˖̇

First, read through or skim each of the articles. Elections, 
setting the tax due date, discounts, installments, the rate 
of interest on delinquencies, and a whole long list of or-
ganizations who want some town money each have their 
őƓŊ̇ŬžđűŹıőŊű˖̇Çĭđ̇ƠŊîŃ̇îŭŹıćŃđ̇ıű̇˻~Źĭđŭ̇6žűıŊđűű˗˼ ̇îŊč̇
we’re out of here. 

See if there are any public questions in the list. Do you 
get to vote on a zoning amendment or a bond this year? 
Is there something political, like supporting some legisla-
tion or taking a stand on national or international policy? 

Some questions may be voted by Australian ballot. Make 
sure you distinguish them from those to be discussed on 
Źĭđ̇ơőőŭ̇őĦ̇Źĭđ̇ŉđđŹıŊħ˖̇

Fold the page of the warning or mark it somehow so you 
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among the reports are a good number of your neighbors, 
telling you how it went this year. 

Generally the reports are upbeat, except perhaps the 
selectboard’s contribution. It will recite the washouts, 
the unexpected expenditures, and the hardships that the 
town encountered during the year. 

There are a lot of interesting details in the reports. You 
can learn how many zoning permits were issued, how 
ŉîŊƕ̇Ơŭđű̇Ɠđŭđ̇đƔŹıŊħžıűĭđč̇˭ĭőŪđĦžŃŃƕ̇îŃŃ̇őĦ̇Źĭđŉ˗̇
eventually), and how some of the social services agencies 
work. Some of this won’t interest you, but give everything 
a try. They’re trying to report to you, after all. 

Use of the Report at  
Town Meeting 
The town report is obviously essential to a full apprecia-
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