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Preface 

I am issuing this Citizen Action Guide because meaningful change in county government rarely 
occurs without informed, organized public engagement. While the County Commission has the 
authority to execute initiatives, authority alone is seldom sufficient. Progress typically requires 
clear, visible signals from constituents that an issue matters and is broadly supported. 

Over time, I have also seen well-intentioned ideas stall or fail—not because they lacked merit, but 
because they encountered legal limits, fiscal realities, or procedural constraints that were not 
well understood at the outset. When that happens, frustration grows on all sides, and trust in 
local government erodes unnecessarily.  

This guide is not about advocating for any particular policy or outcome. Its purpose is to 
strengthen civic capacity by helping residents understand how county government works, how to 
organize constructively, and how to translate concerns into workable proposals. Better-informed 
engagement leads to clearer expectations, better decisions, and outcomes that more accurately 
reflect countywide interests. As Americans we love freedom — freedom requires ownership — it 
requires informed voters with skin in the game. 

What follows is a practical guide to help residents engage county government in ways that are 
informed, constructive, and effective.

 

Executive Summary 

This guide provides residents with a practical overview of how to engage county government 
effectively. It outlines ways to organize community concerns, prepare proposals, communicate 
clearly, and understand the legal, fiscal, and procedural context in which county decisions are 
made. 

The purpose of the guide is to improve the quality and effectiveness of public participation by 
helping residents align their engagement with county authority, administrative capacity, and 
applicable law. It is intended as a general resource and does not advocate for any specific policy 
or outcome. 

 

Why Civic Engagement Matters 

County government decisions are often shaped by uneven patterns of public input; e.g sporadic 
phone calls and vehement social media posts. In practice, opposition is much easier to mobilize 
than support. Proposed changes—particularly those that alter familiar systems—tend to generate 
immediate resistance. Even when proposals are sound and benefit the vast majority of residents, 
it can be challenging for the public to effectively organize or advocate for positive change.   
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As a result, silence is frequently interpreted by the Commission as neutrality or public disinterest, 
when it may more accurately reflect uncertainty, or an unfortunate perception that participation 
will not influence outcomes. However, when support for a sound proposal is not visible or 
organized, decision-makers tend to hear primarily from those urging inaction, even when broader 
community sentiment favors change. 

In some cases, easily measured signals—such as calls, emails, or social media responses—can 
create the impression of widespread opposition. Without organized expressions of support, 
decisions may appear to hinge on volume rather than substance and informed opinion. 
Thoughtful public participation helps ensure that commissioners receive a more accurate picture 
of community priorities. 

Public input is most effective when it reflects an understanding of how county government 
operates. While public passions are important, decision-making ultimately depends on factors 
such as legality, feasibility, and long-term impact. Informed engagement ensures that public 
participation contributes meaningfully to the process. 

It is also important to recognize that organized opposition can be appropriate and constructive. 
Residents may reasonably oppose a proposal based on cost, unintended consequences, or 
community impact. For opposition to be relevant and constructive, it must be informed, 
representative, and grounded in credible information. The “informed” approach is far more 
effective than knee-jerk opposition, and effectively serves broader community interests. 

Effective civic engagement is especially important because county government operates within 
real constraints, including state and federal law, budget limitations, staffing capacity, and 
Commission Rules of Order. Even widely supported ideas can stall if they are presented without 
an understanding of these limits. 

Constructive civic engagement: 

• Helps decision-makers understand community priorities 
• Provides legitimacy and momentum for action 
• Reduces misunderstanding and frustration 
• Produces clearer, more durable outcomes 

 

From Concern to Action: Organizing Effectively 

1. Build a Representative Group 

Individual concerns are important, but organized groups carry greater weight. Effective groups: 

• Include participants from different parts of the county 
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• Clearly and narrowly define the issue they are addressing 
• Document participation to demonstrate the breadth of support 

Five organized, informed residents with a clear, consistent message are often more effective than 
dozens of uncoordinated communications. 

2. Community Action Committees 

Informal community action committees can be an effective starting point. These groups may: 

• Research an issue 
• Gather input from neighbors 
• Develop a shared proposal 
• Serve as a consistent point of contact 

Formal incorporation as a nonprofit organization can be useful for long-term issue campaigns, but 
it is not always necessary at the outset. 

3. Ensuring Informed Input Is Heard 

When government decisions appear to be influenced by the sheer volume or immediacy of 
responses, organized and evidence-based participation becomes essential. Written submissions, 
informed comments, and coordinated messaging allow residents to present reasoned 
perspectives that Commissioners can evaluate alongside other considerations. Proactive public 
input that is documented, factual, and consistent carries more weight than uncoordinated 
reactions. 

4. Communications and Messaging 

Clear communication improves credibility and effectiveness. Groups are encouraged to: 

• Designate a spokesperson 
• Keep messaging consistent and factual 
• Avoid personal attacks or assumptions of motive 
• Focus on issues rather than individuals 

Respectful communication supports productive relationships with both elected officials and 
county staff. 

5. Town Hall Engagement: Meeting Public Officials 

• Set Your Purpose – Identify the issue(s) you want to address. 
• Plan Logistics – Select an accessible location, date, and format  
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• Invite Officials – Contact relevant public officials with a clear invitation and follow up to 

confirm attendance. 
• Promote the Event – Use local media, social media, bulletin boards, and email lists to 

notify the community. 
• Prepare Materials – Provide agendas and allow citizens to submit questions in advance. 
• Facilitate Discussion – Establish rules of decorum with time limits, moderate 

respectfully, keep discussion structured, and encourage participation. 
• Follow Up – Share meeting outcomes, track commitments, and maintain communication 

with officials. 

 

Educating Yourself: Turning Ideas Into Workable Solutions 

Organizing support is important, but preparation determines whether ideas can move forward. 
Decision-makers must evaluate proposals based on legality, cost, feasibility, and long-term 
impact. Well-prepared input not only improves the likelihood that an idea can advance, it also 
helps ensure public engagement is rational and taken seriously. Before mobilizing public 
engagement, residents are encouraged to consider the following questions: 

A Due Diligence Checklist 

1. Is the proposal within county authority? 
2. Does state or federal law constrain that authority? 
3. Has pertinent information been gathered from cognizant county officials? 
4. What are the estimated costs, and are they one-time or recurring? 
5. Which department would be responsible for implementation? 
6. Has a similar approach been attempted elsewhere, and with what results? 
7. What unintended consequences should be considered? 

Public support is most effective when it is aligned with legal authority and available resources. 
Understanding constraints is not a barrier to change—it is the path to achievable change. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Is this guide connected to a specific issue or decision? 
No. The guidance is general and applies to a wide range of county matters. Its purpose is to 
support informed participation, regardless of the topic. 

Why can’t county government simply take controversial issues to a public vote? 
This was my first question when I arrived in county government. Tennessee statutes only allow 
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referenda for liquor-by-the-drink and tax-related issues (e.g. wheel tax). All other public issues are 
decided by the County Commission.  

Why is this guidance offered by an elected official? 
Experience shows that even when governing bodies have authority to act, progress often depends 
on public engagement. This guide reflects lessons learned about how ideas move—or fail to 
move—in county government. 

Does organized participation guarantee action by the Commission? 
No. Organized engagement increases visibility and improves the quality of consideration, but 
outcomes remain subject to law, budgetary limits, staffing capacity, and established procedures. 
Further, sometimes it takes repeated attempts to get a sound initiative across the finish line. 
Perseverance matters. 

How should residents approach participation responsibly? 
By understanding the issue, organizing broadly and representatively, communicating clearly and 
respectfully, and grounding proposals in credible information. Constructive engagement 
advances workable solutions and supports effective governance. 

This guide reflects personal experience in county government and is intended only as an 
informational resource.  

v/r, 

 
G. S. Stowe 
County Executive 

 

Public Information and Participation Resources 

The following resources are provided to help residents locate official county information and 
understand how to observe or participate in county government processes.  

• County Commission meeting calendar and agendas 
• Meeting minutes 
• County departments – Under “Government” tab 
• Contact information for County Commissioners 
• Commission Rules of Order 
 

https://gilescountytn.gov/events/
https://gilescountytn.gov/committee-minutes/
https://gilescountytn.gov/
https://gilescountytn.gov/commission/
https://gilescountytn.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/RULES-OF-ORDER-16-Sep-24.pdf
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