 Spotlight on  Local League Success:   Chillicothe/Ross LWV 

On the national level, the League of Women Voters is synonymous with Voter Education, Activism, Accountability and Service to Community.  On the local level, League practices these ideals through active involvement in the community. Town Hall forums, coordinated and moderated by the local League, have come to play a critical role in government and city management.
The recent economy has caused many small towns to reinvent themselves, or at least define themselves, in an effort to survive. Our community - Chillicothe, Ohio - faces this challenge.  Should we find ways to capitalize on our history, the one thing that makes us different from every other small town?  Should we abandon historic preservation and attempt to heal the local economy through other means?  To be successful community leaders must have a plan, share a dream and constantly be working toward the same goal.  
The need for this type of consensus became evident this year when the city administration attempted to purchase a local property outside the historic downtown district to relocate city offices.  Problem number one: the mayor entered into the tentative agreement to purchase the property in executive session – knowing that many members of the public were against the purchase.  Although he was within his legal rights to do so, this gave the impression that he was trying to avoid public input.  Problem number two: members of the community and local preservation groups wanted the city to consider a landmark building at the center of the preservation district as a new home for the city offices.
Attempts at open discussion on the topic during city council meetings were stifled by council bylaws which allowed for only minimal public input during legislative meetings.  There was an obvious need for a public forum in an impartial venue, moderated by a third party who understands transparency in government and public involvement in the process.  Enter the League of Women Voters.
The Chillicothe/Ross League of Women Voters stepped in and offered to host a Town Hall meeting to discuss all options available to the city. Two meetings were conducted, each attended by 100+ members of the public and local law makers.  The series of meetings entitled “Downtown – At the Crossroads” addressed specific details of each project: architectural plans, financing options, historical tax credits that might be available, the effect each project might have on the local economy, job creation and even tourism. The public was given the opportunity to speak on the issue allowing them to participate in the decision making process. To date, no final decision has been made to purchase either property.  The debate continues and the League continues to be engaged in the process, acting as a moderator when needed at the request of both private citizens and local officials. 
This year’s election was punctuated by surprising results in the city council races.  We saw many new candidates who had been inspired by the recent town hall meetings to take a more active role in their community.  Some successfully won positions held by tenured council members who perhaps had not been as open to the will of the people as the public believed they should have been.
In the Spring of 2007, Chillicothe employed professional advisors HyettPalma to design a plan to revitalize our downtown district.  This gave the opportunity for our League to hold our first Town Hall meeting to bring the public, local business owners and city officials together to discuss economic development.  

Membership drives are not the only way to add to your League roster.  Our local League has found that our greatest influx of new members comes when our League is active in the community.  In addition to the “Crossroads” Town Hall meetings earlier this year, interest in membership increased during two other community events.  Our Candidates’ Night has been a defining event for us locally.  Voters attend this forum knowing that they will see a fair and honest presentation of local candidates and issues.  Another successful event for us has been our “Ghost Walk ~ History & Mystery Tour”.  This is our yearly fund raising event.  This year the tour brought more than 550 participants to historic downtown Chillicothe on a crisp Sunday afternoon to hear about our history and visit the upper floors or spooky cellars of buildings that date back to the late 1700’s.  The Ghost Walk tour replaced Chocolate Fantasy as our yearly fund raiser in an effort to support local tourism and the revitalization of our downtown district.
The League is very proud to have been, and will continue to be, an integral part in local government.  League Town Hall meetings are not just a place for you to meet your neighbors and enjoy a sense of community ~ they are the perfect example of citizen participation in local government.  
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