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There are times in your life when you need to know what 
the law is. You want to know it right now and you don’t want 
to call (or pay) a lawyer to find it for you. What will you do?

This pamphlet is intended to get you started. It tells you 
where to look and what to look for, on paper or on the 
internet, to find and read Vermont law.

The law is not just for lawyers and public officials. It is the 
operating manual for life in Vermont. It binds and regu-
lates everybody’s actions. Knowing it, being able to recite 
it and rely on it, is a right of any person. So what are you 
afraid of?

Fear of the Law
Let’s face it. From the outside, the law looks very intimi-
dating. Visit the town clerk’s office someday and take a 
look at it. It’s a set of green books, about twenty of them, 
entitled Vermont Statutes Annotated. Every town clerk’s 
office has to keep a set, and it’s a set you can use. 

Just look at those green books, standing there on the 
shelf, so proper and so bold. Within those covers are all 
the state laws that apply to you, organized by title, chap-
ter and section. Pull down a volume and just leaf through 
it, reading a sentence here or there.

It’s written in English. They stopped using Latin a long 
time ago. It’s written in a wooden style, to be sure, but 

regular people—legislators—understood it at the time it 
was passed, so why shouldn’t you?

Now if your assignment for tonight was to read the whole 
set of books, you’d rightly balk at the idea. But nobody 
reads the whole thing. It’s treated like an encyclopedia. 
You only take down the volume you need. The challenge 
is finding the right section.

On the Internet
We’ve talked about the green books, but most Vermont-
ers now go online to find the law. It’s faster and easier, 
and it’s there on your computer any time you want to see 
it. It takes some experience to become familiar with the 
search process, but once you have used the legislative 
page a few times, you will quickly learn keys to finding 
the law. 

Go to legislature.vermont.gov. Open the tab “Vermont 
Laws.” The statutes are all there, along with a search 
option (“Statutes Search”). Now, to answer some of the 
questions we began with: Type in “election contest.” 
Scroll down to “17 V.S.A. § 2603 Contest of elections.” 
There you’ll see you have fifteen days to challenge an 
election, fili

you do?

The board of civil authority heard your tax appeal a month ago. Doesn’t the law say that 
if the board takes too much time issuing its decision, you win? 

The zoning administrator tells you that you can’t have a home occupation in your back 
bedroom. Can she be right?

What is the law on open meetings, and when can the selectboard legitimately enter 
executive session? What is the speed limit on a town highway not posted for a particular 
speed? What is the rule about remaining on the checklist if your daughter moves to 
another state for college? 

http://legislature.vermont.gov
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tion to request a recount, but only if there’s a 5 percent or less difference between the 
winning candidates and the next losing candidate.  

On the page where you found the details on requesting a recount, there is a blue-tinged 
title, “Chapter 055: Local Elections.” That brings you to a listing of all of the statutes deal-
ing with the subject. Scroll down to the bottom of the page to see “Full Text of Chapter,” 
and each of the laws appears in a single set of pages. To understand one statute, you often 
need context, and reading through the parts of the chapter you can understand how the 
pieces fit together. 

The legislative home page also provides access to the legislative process. Choose “Bills 
& Resolutions” and the first menu item is “Bill, Act & Resolution Search.” Try “Keyword 
and/or Sponsor,” for example, and type “conduct of elections.” There you’ll find the bills 
that have been introduced for that legislative session. 
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another time. Even seasoned researchers use this technique to handle the stress and 
frustration of this kind of work.

Of course, you could ask for help. The town clerk knows the statutes. listers can help you 
find references to the tax laws in Title 32. The Secretary of State’s Office can provide as-
sistance to you, through its web page or if you call the office.

Start at the Beginning and Read through to the End
Everyone who has used the Vermont statutes has been embarrassed by failing to follow 
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is a paragraph describing the ruling, and then a citation of 
the decision. Take this as an example, found under 1 V.S.A. 
§ 316, a part of the state’s public records law:

Motive is irrelevant to the right of access under 
this chapter. Finberg v. Murnane (1992), 159 Vt. 
431, 623 A.2d 979.

This could be important to your next public records 
search when the clerk asks you why you want to see the 
records. 

Not everyone needs to read the whole case, but relying 
too much on the annotation is not always prudent either. 
Suppose you want to read Finberg v. Murnane. The first 
challenge is knowing what to look for. The case name 
Finberg v. Murnane means that Finberg sued Murnane and 
the case made it finally to the Vermont Supreme Court. Its 
reported decision is found in “159 Vt. 431,” meaning Vol-
ume 159 of the Vermont Reports, beginning on page 431.

The next question is how to find the case. Most law-
yers have sets of the Vermont Reports, as does the State 
Archives in Middlesex, and some other libraries. On the 
internet, you can locate most decisions by typing the 

http://www.vtinstituteforgovt.org

