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MASSACHUSETTS MODERATORS ASSOCIATION 
 

GLOSSARY of TOWN MEETING TERMS   

 

Ad Hoc Committees. Complex issues may come before a town meeting needing review by 

specially qualified voters to advise town meeting. Generally, these Committees are created as a 

result of a formal motion from the floor of TM or by the Select Board. Once their task has been 

completed, they are formally dismissed by a vote of TM. Examples of Ad Hoc committees: 

Municipal Building Siting Committee, membership in a regional inter-governmental program; 

or hosting a casino. 

 

Advisory or Finance Committee(s). Nearly every town has a Finance Committee which 

reviews the financial impact of issues placed before TM and makes a recommendation. There 

are other Advisory Committees that are required to review warrant articles under their purview 

such as Zoning and General By-laws and to make recommendations. 

 

Advisory Reports to Voters. The Finance Committee or Advisory Committee and other 

Town boards, such as Planning Boards, Community Preservation Committees are required by 

State and local By-laws to make recommendations and deliver them to the voters or TM 

Representatives no less than seven  days before a TM. These reports make comments on all 

financial articles in the warrant, and contain motions for each article. Some reports include 

detailed information such as charts, explanations and proposed amendments or substitute 

motions. 

 

Agendas. An Agenda is a calendar stating the date, place time and schedule of topics to be 

presented and discussed at a meeting of a board or committee. Open Meeting Laws require that 

agendas for Town Boards be posted in the Town Offices at least 48-hours before the meeting. If 

there are matters directly related to TM, copies of these agendas have to be kept in the records 

of TM. 

 

Annual and Special Town Meetings. All Towns are required to have an Annual Town 

Meeting. Special Town Meetings may be called anytime by the Select Board. There are State and 

local By-laws that govern the manner in which these meetings are called, such as public 

petitions or emergency declarations. The primary document for the holding of a TM is the TM 

Warrant. 

 

Attorney-General and Bond Counsel. These are the two most important state-related 

offices involved with approving actions of town meeting. The Attorney-General's office reviews 

votes regarding local by-laws and charter amendments for compliance with state laws. The 

Attorney-General can reject all of part of the action of TM as well as approve without comment. 

Bond Counsel requires specific documentation of TM action before a town can borrow any 

monies. 

 

Constable/Officer. A law enforcement officer who is stationed within the TM voting area or 

polling area to maintain order. In a TM s/he is directed by the Moderator as to when someone 
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has to be removed from the meeting. A Constable may also be required to post notices and 

warrants in public places announcing an upcoming TM. 

 

Legal Notice. In addition to posting copies of the TM Warrant, some articles require public 

hearings by the Select Board, special boards or committees. These hearings have to be 

advertised in a local newspaper. The statutes and local By-laws specify the number of times 

published; how far in advance the notice has to appear; and extent of details of the warrant 

article that are to be in the notice. Generally, legal notices deal with zoning, government 

organization changes, land acquisitions and eminent domain issues. Some towns publish an 

entire TM Meeting warrant in the newspaper as a Legal Notice. 

 

Minutes. Records of Town board or committee meetings. Depending on statutes and By-laws 

certain specific items are recorded in Minutes. By original definition, Minutes state the time 

when the TM opened and the certain actions that were taken. Other essentials are attendance 

and quorum count, motions and vote tally. Town records also have to show topics discussed, 

usually the items on the agenda. Generally, only judicial proceedings require verbatim 

transcription of meetings. The Town Clerk, per se, does not take minutes of a TM, more 

accurately makes a record of the proceedings. The Clerk may review audio recordings and 

videotapes to verify the action of a TM. 

 

Motions. A Motion is the statement which presents the detail of the action requested in the 

printed warrant article; "I move that the town appropriate the sum of. . . to purchase a . . . .and 

to meet this appropriation that $000.00 be raised on the tax levy." TM votes on motions for a 

warrant article. Appropriate is the action word. Motions, may look like an article, especially if 

the subject is a by-law, however the "authorization to modify" clause in an article is NEVER 

read in a motion. The Motion IS the SPECIFIC ACTION taken relative thereto, which is to be 

voted on by TM. The Moderator may have to determine if a motion is "within the scope" of the 

original Article description. 

 

Nomination Papers. In Towns with a Representative TM, a certain number of residents are 

elected from each precinct who are the qualified voting members in the local legislature. To run 

for TM you must file nomination papers with a minimum number of signatures of registered 

voters from your precinct. The Clerk has a certain number of days Nomination Papers are 

circulated and a filing deadline. A candidate is required to sign a statement on the Nomination 

Paper declaring that he or she will accept election to TM. Local By-laws or Charters may vary on 

the nominating and election procedures. 

 

Non-voting members. These are town officers, department heads or professional personnel 

who are required to be present at a TM, but either by non-residency or local by-law can not vote 

in the affairs of the Town. State statutes specifically banned towns from prohibiting a non-

resident Superintendent of School's right to speak at an Open TM. 

 

Opening and Closing of Warrant. The first step in calling a TM is for the Select Board to 

declare a warrant "Open" to receiving citizens' petitions or requests from town officers to fund a 

special appropriation or adopt a by-law. The Select Board may have its own issues that require 

TM approval. The Select Board also sets a deadline for closing the Warrant. The closing date for 
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receiving warrant articles is customarily stated a certain number of days before a TM will 

convene. 

 

Petitions. Requests for TM approval of a specific action, signed by a number of registered 

voters of the Town. The Massachusetts General Laws grant the right of voters to petition the 

selectmen to place an article in a TM. For an Annual TM, petitions with a minimum of ten 

certified signatures of registered voters of the town. If the Select Board has called a Special TM, 

they are required to accept a Petition for a Warrant article bearing in excess of 100 or 10%, 

whichever is lesser, certified signatures of registered voters. If an urgent issue arises and a 

citizen believes it essential that his request for TM action be taken before the Annual TM, upon 

the presentation of 200 or 20%, whichever is lesser, certified signatures of Registered Voters of 

the Town, they are required to call a Special TM within 45 days. 

 

Posting of the Warrant. The Town Clerk is obligated to "post" the warrant in public access 

locations, such as neighborhood stores, Post Office, and Town Hall. There is usually a posting 

location in every precinct, if a Town has two or more precincts. Unless a local By-law states 

differently, warrants for a Special TM have to be posted two weeks before the TM convenes. For 

an Annual TM the posting is not less than seven days. Once posted, there is a "return" or signed 

statement that the warrant has been properly posted within these times. When warrants and 

advisory reports are distributed by courier, mailed or published in a local newspaper, that act is 

also considered a posting. A Town may also have policies and practices which include posting 

notices on a web site in addition to the wider distribution of hard copy. 

 

Select Board. The Select Board is responsible for calling the annual town meeting and any 

special town meetings. The Select Board is the Town's Executive Department. Three or five 

persons are elected by the Voters of the Town to serve as a policy-making board and administer 

the votes authorized by the Town Meetings [TM]; to enforce the local by-laws and uphold those 

statutes which apply to local governments; to appoint certain boards and officials, to enter into 

contracts for services rendered to the town; The Select Board may delegate some of these 

business management duties to an Executive Secretary, Town Administrator or Town Manager. 

The Select Board is also required to issue an Annual Report on the financial status and activities 

of the various Town boards. 

 

Standing or Permanent Committees. Many Towns have special purpose committees 

written into their charters, legislative acts or by-laws that are appointed by the Select Board, 

Town Manager or Moderator to investigate, advise or study recurring issues that require more 

thorough review than can be given by the Advisory or Finance Committee. Examples are 

Government Study Committee, Permanent Building Committee, or Capital Planning 

Committee. 

 

State Statutes. Formally known as the Massachusetts General Laws. 

 

Tellers / Counters. Voters in attendance at a TM who are selected by either the Moderator or 

Town Clerk, to count standing voters in sections of the TM seating area. 
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Time Lines and Deadlines. The action of TM has an impact on every resident of the Town. 

Many preparatory events occur before a TM convenes. Town officers and boards are required to 

inform citizens about any meetings that discuss issues in a warrant in a timely manner to 

protect the rights of all citizens. Hearings and "civic engagement" sessions have to be posted, 

advertised and held to rigid schedules. There are also requirements for distribution of the 

warrant and advisory reports that have to be considered when scheduling a TM. It is up to the 

Select Board to review these dates and deadlines and availability of facilities before setting the 

date of a TM. 

 

Town Accountant and Town Treasurer. Both of these financial managers serve as 

advisors to financial matters coming before TM. The Town Accountant keeps track of the 

expenditure of Town funds and reviews all bills to the Town before the monies are dispersed. 

The Town Treasurer is responsible for paying all bills sent to the Town that have been approved 

for payment by the Town Accountant. The Town Treasurer also manages all borrowing on 

behalf of the Town as authorized by votes of TM. 

 

Town Administrators or Managers. Appointed by the Select Board to be a paid business 

manager for the operations of all town departments, excepting the School Department. A Town 

Manager or Administrator has certain agency powers allowing them to enter into contracts for 

services for the Town. Managers or Administrators are responsible for preparing a proposed 

town budget to be presented to a Finance or Advisory Committee. 

 

Town Clerk. The keeper of all records of the business of the Town; to record births, marriages 

and deaths of its citizens; to conduct census of residents; to oversee the election of town 

officers; to issue, for fees, those licenses allowed by the state that can be issued by a town; to 

preserve all documents related to the organization and administration of town business. Town 

Clerks may be elected or appointed. Town Clerks are required to keep records of the 

proceedings and votes of TM. Town Clerks do not have to be residents of the Town. 

 

Town Counsel. The legal advisor primarily for the Select Board and then to TM. Town 

Counsel is available to the Town Moderator before TM as well as being seated in TM, usually at 

arm's length, there to answer legal questions arising during deliberations. 

 

Town Meeting Representatives. Towns with a population over 6,000 that have adopted a 

Representative or "Limited" TM elect a specific number of registered voters who are committed 

to attending TM. Usually these Representatives are chosen to represent the precinct or district 

where they live. 

 

Town Moderator. The presiding officer of Town Meeting. He or she determines who speaks 

at a TM; enforces the rules of order; may be responsible for appointing TM committee members 

and tellers. Moderators have authority to swear-in persons elected at a TM and Town Clerks. 

Terms are either one, two or three years. Originally, Moderators were chosen by the first order 

of business at a TM, today the majority of towns elect Moderators by ballot. 
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Voter Registration. In order to participate and vote in TM you have to be a Registered Voter 

living within the Town. The Board of Registrars and Town Clerk are required to take an annual 

census each year. This census lists every resident over the age of 17, and whether they are 

Registered Voters. To become a Registered Voter you have to have reached your 18th birthday 

before the date of a Town Election, have to be a US citizen, and have your domicile within the 

corporate bounds of the Town. The Registrars of Voters are required to have special 

registrations sessions not less than 21-days before an election or TM. To register to vote one can 

go to the Town Clerk's office during regular business hours. When you register to vote you will 

be informed of your voting precinct, poll location, and the date of the Annual Town Elections 

and Annual TM. 

 

Voting Records. For articles requiring a recorded "standing" count, the Town Clerk has to 

keep written documentation of the final vote. Towns using electronic voting to tally votes are 

required to obtain a computer print-out of these numbers. In a Representative TM, when a roll 

call vote is taken, elected individual member names are programmed into the handheld devises. 

A manual procedure for tallying roll call votes the Clerk reads off individual members names 

asking his or her vote while logging them on the lists of precinct members. 

 

Warrant. The Select Board will notify the "inhabitants of the Town qualified to vote in affairs 

of the Town" with a Warrant or "warning". The warrant sets the date, time, place and an agenda 

of issues called "articles" that are to be voted on at a TM. The warrant has to contain sufficient 

information for the voter to know what is being voted or the "scope." Warrant articles seek 

AUTHORIZATION to raise taxes and pay for goods and services or ADOPT by-laws or 

regulations for the community. 

 

Warrant Article. Each agenda item on a TM Warrant is called an ARTICLE. Although local 

customs and By-laws vary as to what is to be included in a warrant article. Warrant articles have 

to be broadly written with enough information to determine the scope of the request and 

detailed enough to get what you want done correctly. Some towns have by-laws and practices 

that require the name and address of the petitioner of record, the date submitted and perhaps 

an estimated cost. Warrant articles may be written by anyone, however, petitioners are strongly 

advised to seek help from someone familiar with writing articles and local By-laws. This may be 

a Town Clerk, an Attorney, Town Moderator, Town Manager and if a Town Officer, assistance 

from Town Counsel. 

 


