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What is Watertown's Home Rule Charter?  
Watertown's Home Rule Charter (the Charter) is our “constitution” that helps us set the character of 

our community. Last revised in 2011, the Charter sets forth the structure and operational 

responsibilities of the Town Council, Town Manager, School Committee, Library Trustees, and other 

decision-making bodies. It covers just about every aspect of governance — from Watertown's form of 

municipal government, to how elections are run, to how our budget is developed, including how capital 

outlay projects (e.g., those occupying the “built environment”) should be funded.  

The legal framework of our charter, including ways of modifying or changing it, is informed by state 

provisions established more than 50 years ago (1963-1967): specifically, by Article LXXXIX (89) of the 

State Constitution and Chapter 43B, Home Rule Procedures Act. Even as state government continues to 

wield considerable control, our Charter serves to “grant and confirm the right to self-governance in 

local matters.” That’s a concept rooted in the Massachusetts Constitution (1780), the oldest in the 

world — and, with its Preamble and Declaration of Rights, the model for our U.S. Constitution. 

When and why is the Home Rule Charter reviewed? What is the process for review? 

Our Charter is reviewed every ten years by a Charter Review Committee (CRC), which consists of both 

elected and appointed officials. (The first Charter Review Commission was created in 1980, when 

Watertown adopted its current form.)  

This year, the pandemic delayed launch of the CRC, which began its work in early October and will 

continue at least through June 30, 2021. At that point the option remains to extend the ending date 

once again. The process for review is determined by the CRC, with help from UMass Boston’s Edward J. 

Collins Center for Public Management.  

The CRC holds public meetings and encourages public comment and participation. It is chaired by Town 

Council President Mark S. Sideris. The Charter Review Committee has advisory powers only. That means 

its recommendations will be made to the Town Council and, possibly, to residents or, depending on the 

nature of their “significance” (a relative term), even the state legislature, for subsequent approval. 

Who’s on the Charter Review Committee, and how do they get selected? 

The 15-member CRC includes all nine members of Watertown’s Town Council and six Watertown 

residents selected by TC President Sideris. (A full list can be viewed on the CRC page, which will be 

improved considerably with the advent of Watertown’s new Chief Information Officer and forthcoming 

community outreach capability.)  

https://www.watertown-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/17443/Watertown-Home-Rule-Charter?bidId=
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/244/Town-Council
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/254/Town-Manager
https://www.watertown.k12.ma.us/school_committee/school_committee_members
https://www.watertownlib.org/203/Trustees
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/26044/2018-10-09-FY20-Forecast-Section-Remarks?bidId=
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/26044/2018-10-09-FY20-Forecast-Section-Remarks?bidId=
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/17443/Watertown-Home-Rule-Charter?bidId=
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/Constitution#amendmentArticleLXXXIX
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/Constitution#amendmentArticleLXXXIX
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleVII/Chapter43B
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleVII/Chapter43B
https://www.mma.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/homerule_myth_legalstructure_0.pdf
https://www.mma.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/homerule_myth_legalstructure_0.pdf
https://malegislature.gov/laws/constitution
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/596/Charter-Review-Commission#:~:text=Our%20Charter%20is%20reviewed%20every,for%20review%20this%20year%2C%202020.&text=The%20CRC%20reviews%20all%20provisions,Town%20Council%20President%20Mark%20Sideris.
https://www.umb.edu/cpm
https://www.umb.edu/cpm
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/Directory.aspx?did=89
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/596/Charter-Review-Commission


The decennial process begins when the Town Council President informs the public of the upcoming 

Charter review, invites residents to formally apply to become a member of the Committee, interviews 

all candidates, and selects six residents. These procedures, including composition and selection of CRC 

members, is set forth in Article 8, Section 8-1(a) and 8-1(b) of the current Charter.  

When and where does the Charter Review Committee meet? 

The CRC meets virtually (over Zoom) on the first and third Tuesday of each month, from 6:00 to roughly 

9:00 p.m., until the process concludes in 2021. All meetings are open to the public and, in addition to 

viewing on Zoom, are televised and catalogued on Watertown Community Access Television (WCA-TV). 

(Occasional supplementary sessions or webinars also may be offered on specific topics.) CRC meeting 

dates, agendas, and minutes can be found on the dedicated CRC website.  

Sounds great, but I’m not a “governance geek.” So why should I participate in the Charter 

Review?  

The charter review process is an opportunity to take stock of how well we govern ourselves so as to live 

better together. In addition to giving all residents a closer look into how, and how well, our town 

government works — including the schools — the process can spark critical thinking and responsible 

action affecting a range of short- and long-term challenges across the spectrum of human rights, 

climate, and infrastructure realms. In other words, the charter review is “gut-check” into the structure 

and operation of our administrative and legislative branches. In fact, according to the Metropolitan Area 

Planning Council (MAPC), 55 changes in 48 Massachusetts municipalities have been made in recent 

years, so Watertown’s definitely not alone. 

It helps all of us assess how well both branches fulfill their obligations amidst rapidly-changing 

preferences, demands, and expectations of we, the people, who we are becoming, where we’re headed, 

and how we’re going to get there. It’s a chance to reset priorities and make a positive difference — 

especially important during these turbulent times. Most of all, it’s another avenue to discharge our 

responsibilities as “civic stewards” to preserve and protect our multiracial democracy, in service to a 

sustainable, more perfect union.     

Okay, you’ve convinced me! How can I participate in the Charter Review and/or keep up 
with what it’s doing? 

There are a variety of ways in which Watertown residents can participate, even during a pandemic. The 

CRC’s Outreach & Engagement team will be rolling out more, but current options include: 

•  Attend or watch the virtual meetings, which include opportunities for submitting questions and 
comments on the spot. You can sign up for alerts about the meetings, and questions and 
responses will be posted on the CRC website 

•  Submit written comments to the CRC by writing them at crc@watertown-ma.gov 

•  Talk with family, friends, neighbors, teachers, and classmates about how to strengthen 
Watertown, and the role the charter review process could play in that  

•  Sign up for alerts from Watertown Forward and join our bi-weekly Charter Chats, on Sundays 
at 3:00 p.m. We’ll soon have our own web presence with cool stuff. For now, let us know by 
dropping a line to ForwardWatertown@gmail.com. We look forward to hearing from you! 

https://www.watertown-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/17443/Watertown-Home-Rule-Charter?bidId=
https://watertownma.zoom.us/j/96419264286
https://wcatv.org/
https://www.watertown-ma.gov/596/Charter-Review-Commission#:~:text=Our%20Charter%20is%20reviewed%20every,for%20review%20this%20year%2C%202020.&text=The%20CRC%20reviews%20all%20provisions,Town%20Council%20President%20Mark%20Sideris.
https://datacommon.mapc.org/calendar/2020/october
https://www.mapc.org/
mailto:ForwardWatertown@gmail.com

