
July 17, 2009 
  
District Leaders and fellow Toastmasters, 
  
Each year at the spring conference, the top four district officers, together with divisional 
governors are elected. Elections are an important part of the democratic process 
of Toastmasters leadership. 
  
In District 65, the spring conference generally takes place during the third week in April. 
This leaves about 10 weeks for Toastmaster's current year to be completed. These 10 
remaining weeks are also crucial (especially in district 65 recent history) to the success 
of the district in becoming distinguished. Generally during this period, the four critical 
success factor goals of the district begin to materialize and the related activities 
pertaining to its accomplishments are put into high gear. 
  
However, the established processes and responsibilities designed by Toastmasters 
International for smooth district leadership transition can at times become counter-
productive, especially when priorities are changed and the critical success factor goals 
are become more difficult to accomplish.     
  
Here is what typically happens during the final stretch of 10 weeks in D-65.  

1. Individual members race to complete their respective speeches and thereby help 
in completion of club's DCP goals.  

2. Most club officers (especially the top three) are busy in ensuring that the club 
becomes distinguished or better  

3. Most Area and Division Governors are generally busy in ensuring that number 2 
above, is accomplished in their respective Areas and Divisions.   

4. The current LGET (District Governor elect) becomes busy forming his district 
leadership team by process of identifying, selecting, and appointing Area 
Governors (19 Area Governors) and the district staff (Secretary, Treasurer, 
Sergeant-At-Arms) etc. This usually becomes a long and drawn-out process, 
mostly due to lack of readily available volunteers. (Invariably the new TM year 
begins with few district officers vacancies.) The LGET also becomes involved 
in initiating and planning of the district officers training and executive committee 
meetings; the top three/four district officers regional training program; the 
forthcoming club officers training event during the last two weeks in June 
(venues, presenters, modules, etc., etc.) and with other planning and 
coordinating activities for the forthcoming year.     

5. The current LGM (LGET elect) becomes busy with last minute efforts in new 
club building and club membership boosting programs.   

6. The incoming LGM is new to the top-three team and can provide support and 
help, where needed and requested.  

7. The District Governor (DG) frantically attempts to accomplish the four critical 
success factor goals, but we all know that it takes a strong and diligent "team 
effort" in achievement of these goals - especially in the accomplishment of 



directly controlled new club building goal. With the numerous items on the 
agenda of the two-key district lieutenants as mentioned in number 4 & 5 above, 
 it becomes increasingly difficult for the DG to get dedicated and full-time support, 
commitment, and assistance during these critical 10 week period. The 
DG therefore has many challenges to accomplish and overcome during the last 
10-week period and that becomes increasingly difficult to manage single 
handedly. Such is the current system and such are the processes in-
place, however it does not have to be that way. 

No matter how hard handful of district officers work, the chances of success in 
becoming distinguished district requires team efforts starting on day-one and a 
continuous team effort until the very last day of the year. The district officer position is 
for a full one-year period and not for 9-1/2 months. I have seen many AG's take-off after 
the Area contest and their second formal visit to the clubs. This only weakens the 
district team from achieving the critical success factor goals. The chances therefore 
of district becoming distinguished increases only when ALL district officers work hard 
and remain active throughout the year and contribute towards the district goals. 
  
Districts that become Distinguished Districts, year-after-year (even Presidents 
Distinguished District (PDD) year-after-year, like District 51 with eleven consecutive 
years as PDD have a different plan of action put in-place, early-on in the year. These 
district do not depend on the last 10 weeks of the year in order to accomplish their 
goals. These districts learn to know and understand the pulse of their clubs by forming 
one-on-one relationship with every each club's leadership and in genuinely assisting & 
guiding them in accomplishing their DCP goals.  
In addition, they carefully plan and execute the building of X number of new clubs each 
month (not during the last three months of the year) and they truly live and implement 
whatever their district themes. In case of district 65 this year, it is Recruit, Train, and 
Retain - how appropriate and practical.  
  
The clock of performance and excellence for many of these distinguished districts begin 
on first day of July, and it keep ticking essentially for 365 days - non stop. These 
districts do not believe in the popular notion, that if all club officers and all district 
officers do their respective jobs, the district will automatically meet its goals and become 
distinguished. This is wishful thinking and does not happen in the real world. 
Toastmasters are individual people, with their individual wants, needs, goals, and 
aspirations. The fact that some of them have agreed to serve as  club or district officers 
does not guarantee success in any form at any level or at any point in time. Districts 
become distinguished when every member and every club is supported from day one 
(not during the last 10 weeks) in becoming successful.   
  
In district 65, becoming a distinguished district is undoubtedly a daunting 
challenge. Some 60% of the current clubs or about 60 clubs [as of July 10, 2009] are 
below charter strength [below 20 members]; 50% of these clubs [about 30 clubs] 
have less than 12 members; and about 65% of these clubs [about 20 clubs] have less 
than 10 members or membership in single digits! It is indeed an uphill challenge on day 



one, as membership retention and recruitment becomes number one priority. Some 
may want to blame the low club membership on the current economic conditions, but I 
don't!  Many of these club have single digit membership going back to several 
years. They are the infamous "paper clubs" with little or no formal club activities 
and exists only due to insistence and persistence of one or two committed and 
benevolent members. The handwritings are on the wall each year (TI Website) but the 
district somehow chooses to ignore them or believe that low member clubs will 
become charter strength - all by themselves. Well, over the period of years this has 
been proved to be a false strategy. The mere appointments of 'club coach' to help low 
member clubs are just the first step. Seldom there are follow-ups and end-game 
strategy put-in-place. These clubs invariably continue in more or less the same status 
year-after-year.      
  
When majority of clubs in the district's portfolio of clubs are under charter strength and 
are hurting for membership, the emphasis on rebuilding of existing clubs  must take 
overwhelming precedence over the glamour and excitement in building of new clubs 
[see - How to Rebuild a Toastmasters Club - Catalog # 1158.] We need to preserve, 
protect, and persevere with what we have in-house first and then divert selected 
resources in building of handful of TI required new clubs. In the past, the district has 
been going around in circles [dog chasing his tail syndrome], where the 
district builds new clubs just in order to replace the clubs that the district invariably lose 
each year. Instead, why not have a plan put in-place to ensure that the clubs we 
currently have in the district, do not fold-down in the first place?  Why not aggressively 
help 'market' these club's locations, talents,  programs, values, and unique 
characteristic, etc., starting now? Why not spend the districts people resources 
[especially time, energy, and mentorship] in turning these low-member clubs into charter 
strength clubs? Why not put the district's house-in-order first by individually helping low 
member clubs become successful? Remember, nothing comes easy nor there is a 
silver bullet to solve all membership and other small club related issues. However the 
district must start now and genuinely help mentor, build and support these low 
member clubs and make it the district's number one priority. I reject the notion that it is 
easier to start new clubs than dedicate resources to revive low 
member clubs, conveniently presuming that these low member clubs will eventually 
further dwindle down and die! 
  
As leaders in the district, we must acknowledge our collective strengths and learn from 
our collective weaknesses. The limited district resources must be diverted towards 
where it is needed the most as well as in ensuring its effectiveness. We must sharpen 
our communication skills as well as our attitudes, knowing fully well that communication 
is not just saying something or repeating a slogan - it is being heard and acted upon? 
Do we as leaders truly see ourselves as the embodiment of the mission, standards, and 
values of the Toastmasters organization?  
  
Part of the district's mission and as the "local" representative of TI is to "ensure that 
each club effectively fulfils its responsibilities to its members." There are numerous 
ways that this can be accomplished, especially with open and candid channels of 



communications are established from day-one and not haphazardly during the last 
quarter of the year only. We always seem to pound on the clubs to perform (get new 
members, earn the DCP goals, attend the officers training, hold contest, pay dues, get 
new members, earn the DCP goals, attend the officers training, hold contest, pay dues, 
and so on and on.)  When was the last time the district leadership asked individual clubs 
the question "how can the district help you" and genuinely mean it or "what support or 
resources the district can provide" and genuinely follow-through? Why is that for the first 
six or eight months, there is little or no effective communications with the clubs? Is it 
because the district leadership is busy or has little time to serve and support the clubs 
or is it due to disinterest and/or lack of genuine concern or unavailability of dedicated 
resources to help and/or all of the above? Why do we superfluously send messages of 
help and directives, when in reality we cannot deliver?   
  
Its ironic that we are considered by many as the world's leading communication 
organization, whereas in reality we do not internally practice the same effectively. Each 
Toastmaster in the district is precious and each one needs to be acknowledged and 
congratulated by the district leadership, especially when they accomplish a personal 
goal of completion of an educational award and/or sponsoring a new club member 
and/or initiating a new club building program, etc. This sends a strong message that the 
district genuinely cares and supports the clubs as their partner-in-success.  (Whatever 
happened to the yellow colored TI thank you postcards, sent to each and every 
Toastmaster in the district, upon completion of an award?).   
   
I fail to understand that why it should take 3 months to complete the District 
Success Plan (DSP) and send it to TI by 9/30? About 1/4 of the year (3 months) 
have already been lost in the preparation and bureaucracy of the DSP!  Another 1/4 of 
the year (October to December) is typically spent in the various levels of speech 
contests, conferences, and holiday season. District essentially begins to function semi-
effectively starting January of each year. Come April of each year, the influx of panic e-
mails fly around asking clubs to renew their membership dues, get more members and 
encourage to become distinguished. I believe that this scenario and business model is 
counter-productive, at best! Those clubs that plan to become distinguished [about 30+ 
clubs or about a 1/3 of the clubs in the district) will do so with little or no help or advice 
or encouragement or directives from the district. We have also seen that the so-called 
"club incentive programs" for membership increases are not very effective and generally 
do not work. Clubs recruit members because it needs them and not because of a gift 
certificate or a ribbon from the district or TI.  
  
Why don't we consider sharing some of the important components of the DSP with the 
Club leadership at the Leadership Breakfast Meeting? Why don't we partner with the 
clubs in the overall district success plan of the district? We know fully well that without 
the club's contributions and initiatives, the district cannot become successful. When 
the club leadership is enlightened and educated in understanding where the district is 
heading and what district goals need to be accomplished, as directed by TI; the club 
goals for the distinguished club plan (DCP) may then begin to make sense in a broader 



perspective. In absence of this sharing and cooperating relationship, the clubs cannot 
be asked and/or expected to help, especially during the last quarter of the year!   
  
Fortunately, District 65 has immense number of talents in its membership portfolio. 
These are dedicated and committed toastmasters are creative, hardworking, and care 
deeply about their respective clubs and fellow toastmasters. Over the past 10 years, 
district 65 has become distinguished district 50% of the time. We can collectively 
improve that statistic to 100% of the time, or each and every year. It's not easy but it can 
be done and needs strategic initiatives and a "living" plan-of-action. In addition, 
a stronger commitment  on part of every toastmaster and especially the 30 or so district 
officers, coupled with equally strong and hands-on district leadership, can 
ensure success. We cannot continue year-after-year to function in business-as-usual 
mode and expect different results.  
  
I have learned over the period of years, that leadership in Toastmasters essentially boils 
down to four items: (1) direction (2) recognition, (3) appreciation, and (4) fellowship. A 
leader at club and especially at district level needs to practice these effective tools, each 
and every day of his or her term as a leader.  
  
The clock has already started ticking. About 5% of the district year is almost coming to 
the end. The time to plan and act for road to distinguished district is now and not in 
March/April of next year.  
  
Toastmasters is undoubtedly a great communication and leadership organization. Isn't 
it? I believe that District 65 is a great district. Isn't it? If you agree, let us all help and 
work together in making all clubs successful, especially the low member clubs, thereby 
ensuring the district becoming distinguished - this year, next year, and every year going 
forward.   
  
My best wishes and support to the district leadership.   
  
Sam 
  
Sam Mehta, DTM, PDG 
 


