
Democracy in Action

	Every American child knows that the US is a democracy. He understands that all citizens can indirectly participate in governmental decisions by electing presidents and congressmen to act as his representatives at the federal level in Washington DC. Neither the young child nor his adult parents, however, may be fully aware of the existence of representative democracies on the local level. In both large city halls and community town halls, elected men and women speak for the citizens who have voted them into office. The Barrington Town Council, which convenes in the Barrington Town Hall on a regular basis, is an example of such a representative democracy in action. During a three-and-a-half hour period on September 6, 2005, the council addressed and voted on thirty issues that directly affect the citizens of Barrington. By including the public in the deliberations, by representing the will of the people, and by conducting the meeting in an orderly and effective manner, the Barrington Town Council demonstrated that the democratic political system is alive and well in the cities and towns of America today.   
	Consistent with the democratic philosophy, participants at the September meeting included not only the elected representatives but also a variety of town officials and interested public citizens. The council consisted of Jeffrey S. Brenner, President, Kate G. Weymouth, John T. Lazzaro, previous Chief-of-Police, Martha Scavongelli, and June S. Speakman. The town clerk Lorraine Derois recorded the minutes while a photographer videotaped the proceedings for future public perusal. Town Manager Peter A. DeAngelis Jr., Town Solicitor Michael Ursillo, Police Chief John M. LaCross, and Fire Chief Gerald A. Bessette were also present. Since the meeting was open to the public and since there was intense community interest in one of the evening’s topics, an unusually large number of Barrington’s citizens attended the meeting, as well. Although the numbers varied and dwindled toward the end of the evening, there were approximately thirty-one men, thirty-two women, and nine students present at the height of the meeting. In contrast to the board and the department officials who were formally dressed in skirts, suits with ties, or in official department uniforms, most of the audience arrived in casual attire, such as jeans and shorts. Throughout the night, the board reaffirmed the democratic nature of the proceedings by welcoming comments from this laid-back audience. By repeatedly asking for clarification from town officials in attendance and by offering summations and relevant background information to the audience, President Brenner attempted to involve the community in the deliberations. After each proposal, he invited public comment and provided everyone with ample time to speak. He never ridiculed or made speakers nervous, and he never appeared to favor specific opinions. Since he frequently relaxed the assembled group with a smattering of humor, he created an atmosphere that was conducive to an open interchange of ideas. Therefore, by the end of the night, every speaker was satisfied that he had enjoyed a fair and democratic opportunity to share his opinion and to influence the voting of the officials who represent him in the local government.
	The September meeting was an extraordinary example of the democratic nature of the American political system not only because it involved the public in its discussions but also because it demonstrated the board’s unwavering commitment to representing the interests of its constituency. Instead of insulating themselves from those who elected them, the council members repeatedly stated that they welcome input from concerned citizens. Whether an e-mail, a letter, a telephone call, a formal appointment, or a chance encounter, every interaction communicates the will of the people. The board revealed, for example, that they had received more e-mail on the subject of the White Church bridge closure than on any previous item. This onslaught clearly strengthened the council’s firm stance against the closure. President Brenner thanked the audience for conveying its opinions to the board. He also proposed augmenting the exchange of ideas through announcements in the annual town calendar and through future meetings open to the public, such as a public debate on the bridge issue at the high school in October. By making these efforts to remain in touch with its constituency, the board ensures that the local government is a democracy where policies reflect the wishes of the people.  
	In addition to demonstrating the democratic aspects of the local political system, the town council meeting also confirmed its effectiveness. Although the night’s agenda included thirty items, the board ensured that the proceedings flowed in an orderly and efficient fashion. By adhering to standards of protocol, such as having first and second motions for all approvals, by deferring items requiring further investigation, and by arriving at the meeting well informed, the board succeeded in reaching decisions on twenty-eight items. Following a few introductory remarks, the board approved items 4 through 12 as a unit and items 14, 15, and 18 after short explanations. The next item on the agenda concerned the DOT’s controversial plan to replace the existing Central Bridge at the White Church. David Fish, the managing engineer from DOT, briefly mentioned that his department had not yet reached a final decision regarding possible alternatives to closing the bridge for the three years required during the new construction. At this point, both the council and the audience became significantly animated. Although there was no overt hostility, Mr. Fish faced obvious skepticism. President Brenner politely but firmly expressed the refusal of his constituency to accept a bridge closure since it would negatively affect the social and economic fabric of the town. It would effectively isolate the third of Barrington residents who reside in Hampden Meadows. Rerouting traffic to other already busy streets would create extraordinary and intolerable delays and the increased emergency response times for rescue vehicles would result in a public safety hazard. In addition, the town would suffer economic losses since residents in the Meadows would shop in neighboring Massachusetts. Furthermore, real estate values in the Meadows would plummet, and the town would have to pay for additional school buses required on the longer alternative routes. In conclusion, the President calmly warned Fish that the town would resort to legal means, if necessary, to prevent a bridge closure. Heads nodded and smiles beamed throughout the audience. In response, Fish reiterated that, depending on financial and environmental factors, it might be possible to create a temporary bridge, build the new bridge off alignment, or keep one lane open for traffic during construction. When President Brenner opened the topic to public discussion, several citizens vehemently echoed the sentiments already expressed by the council. Many speakers were offended that the DOT had revealed its plans to close the bridge as a “done deal” in the Barrington Times without any public discussion. Others angrily reminded Fish that “The Barrington River Bridge has been a disaster,” already in its eleventh year. Repeating the phrase, “This is just not acceptable,” one upset citizen warned that any future meeting would be a “tar and feather party” unless the DOT promised to create a temporary bridge. The audience punctuated these comments with energetic bouts of clapping. After offering everyone a chance to speak, Brenner decided to postpone further discussion until a public meeting in October. Subsequently, the majority of the audience departed, leaving only ten men, sixteen women, and three students. The remainder of the evening was devoted to agenda items 17 and 19-30. There was some disagreement among audience members on item 17, dealing with dumping regulations, but eventually all items passed except for 25, which was deferred for further legal consideration. Since the board members had arrived at the meeting knowledgeable about each item and aware of the views of their constituents, they succeeded in addressing the night’s wide array of topics efficiently and effectively.
	The Barrington Town meeting demonstrated that the local political system is a democratic and effective way to make government decisions. Perhaps more importantly, the meeting revealed that the local political system is healthy only as long as the citizens engage in active and informed participation. Since councilors have the authority to make decisions that greatly affect the town both socially and economically, it is imperative that citizens elect representatives who are knowledgeable and responsive to their constituency. Unfortunately, many citizens are completely unaware of the activities of the council and therefore pay little attention to the backgrounds and positions of the representatives they choose at election time. Instead, most citizens focus their energies on selecting officials at the national level, unaware that decisions about a representative at the local level may have a far greater impact on their lives. Whenever citizens carelessly or ignorantly elect a representative who does not embody their opinions, they risk losing their power to influence governmental decision-making. As a result, they jeopardize the health of the democratic system. It is therefore crucial that every citizen attend a town council meeting where he will observe how effectively he can speak through his elected representatives. Attendance at such a meeting will awaken him to the important role he plays in the democratic system. All aspects of the democratic process may be in place at both the local and federal level, but its vitality depends on the active involvement of every citizen.	
