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A district that sends no one to represent it at area assem-
blies is said to have gone “dark.” This occurs with the
breakdown of the process by which general service reps
(G.S.R.8) meet to elect a district committee member
(D.C.M.) to attend area meetings. When the district goes
dark, its members no longer have a voice in Alcoholics
Anonymous as a whole.

There are 93 areas in the United States and Canada,
comprising hundreds of districts. Judging from the five
delegates who spoke about their experience for Box 4-5-9,
participation varies—sometimes widely—from area
to area.

“We have always had great participation in our
districts,” says Randy M., delegate for Area 91,
Saskatchewan, Canada. “We have 21 districts, and at the
last couple of area assemblies we had full attendance,
with either the D.C.M. or the alternate showing up.”

The most recent meeting, he says, also attracted
“a significant number of G.S.R.s from meetings in the
local area.”

On top of that, “local members come to the meeting
too, to help with set-up, and, hopefully, to be exposed to
service and maybe be attracted to it.”

One of the ways in which areas, including Area 91,
encourage participation is by holding their meetings in
different districts. Area 91 also pays the expenses of
D.C.M.s, so that “their attendance does not become a
funding issue,” says Randy, whose term as delegate ended
in December.

“We have a district development fund, which we are
ready to use to take a workshop into a district, at its
request. We would do this to build support for service. We
haven’t had any need to use it, though, because support is
already so strong,” he says.

The situation is not so bright in Area 53, Central
Southeast Ohio, where, says delegate Madeline H., “dark
districts are a big problem.” Of 42 districts, “only 16 are
connected in some form or other,” she reports.

The area, says Madeline, counts on “a core set of
groups that have a real interest in the A.A. structure.”

What hurts participation, she says, is that, “some take
for granted that A.A. will always be there. They have the
idea that G.S.O. takes care of itself—that’s pretty common.
They believe they have to donate money to G.S.0., but do
not believe that their group can make a difference.”

In an effort to draw people to service, “we try to
approach the new groups. The old groups look on it as
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politics. They are glad there are service geeks, and are
happy to let someone else do it.”

Her area, says Madeline, does not spend time trying to
boost interest among groups that have a history of non-
participation in the service structure.

“The older groups have already been approached,
more than once, so we don’t feel it is a good use of our
time to keep trying over and over again. The best
prospects are the new groups and those A.A members in
the first year of sobriety.”

The area looks for opportunities to expose groups to
service, she says. “An opening for service can occur when a
group is having personality problems and calls on the dele-
gate to head a group inventory—that’s a good opening.”

Basically, though, says Madeline, “you deal with the 16
districts that are active.”

According to Nancy K., the delegate for Area 29,
Maryland, “dark districts have been a problem for quite a
while. You can have a district that has no D.C.M. or not
even any G.S.R.s. Other problems are G.S.R. lists that are
not up to date. There is no contact info, so the members in
the district have no voice or representation.”

Area 29 comprises 47 districts, with fewer than half
participating at any given assembly or committee meeting,
says Nancy. “We get about 100 people for an area assem-
bly, whereas if everyone were participating, we would
have almost 1,000.”

Nancy has been doing area service since 1990, starting
as a G.S.R,, then alternate delegate, and now delegate, a
position she rotated out of at the end of 2005.

“Some members don’t think they have a voice in A.A.
They see it as a group in New York that makes the deci-
sions. I want them to see what is coming out of New York,
to see for themselves that G.S.0. is constantly asking for
input from the members out there.”

Nancy puts in a lot of leg work to encourage participa-
tion. “T have gone to groups in districts that have no repre-
sentation. I drop off stuff like the area calendar of events
or the phone numbers of staff members at G.S.0. At the
break I announce that information from G.S.O. in New
York is available on the literature table, which never fails
to spark interest.”

Efforts of the area are paying off; she says. “We have
six new active districts this year as a result of scheduling
area meetings in parts of the state where there was little
to no participation. One district that had not been heard
from in six years now is active.”
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In addition, she says, “the area is working with three
districts to get them up and active; that would make for
nine newly active districts in all in the last two years.”

Simply put, says Nancy, “you need people willing
to serve—an active district sets the tone for service in
the area.”

The newest area in the North American service struc-
ture is Area 93, Central California. Formerly a part of Area
5, it was added in 2000.

According to Vicki B., Area 93 delegate, “when we were
attached to Area 5 we had about 50 districts and about
1,900 groups—an unmanageable number—with 12 to 14
districts not participating.”

After splitting off into a new area, “we asked ourselves
what we could do to help increase participation.”

The area officers agreed that each would visit every
district at least once during their two-year commitments,
with the delegate making regular visits.

“The personal contact counts for a lot. We ask them
what they need. Also, it’s important that the districts know
that they don’t have to come to us always,” says Vicki.

Of the 27 districts in Area 93, only two are nonpar-
ticipating. “One district became participating when a
neighboring district reached out,” says Vicki. “In another,
someone who was very active moved into a district that
was dark, and his involvement got things started.”

In Southern Wisconsin, Area 75, four of 32 districts
have for years had no representation at the area meetings,
according to Nancy G., delegate. A few years ago, three
districts were absorbed by neighboring districts due to
nonparticipation.

“Misinformation or lack of information regarding the
general service structure seems to be the major problem,”
says Nancy. There is also, she says, “the perception that
area meetings are nothing but politics.”

People fail to realize, she says, “that the area is made
up of their groups, of their districts, and that the structure

is in place to keep them connected to A.A. as a whole.”

According to Nancy, “education is imperative, both
through sponsorship and through organized efforts such
as district workshops. Area 75 provides a G.S.R. school,
which is held at the first area assembly of each year, and
also travels throughout our districts upon request.

“As delegate, I forward copies of the new group forms
received from G.S.O. to the appropriate D.C.M.s so they
can welcome the groups into the service structure and
encourage them to elect G.S.R.s.”

In November 2003, Area 75 formed an ad hoc commit-
tee to look into the problem of dark districts, and as a first
step contacted those districts, says Nancy. “The responses
varied from an assurance that they would attend the next
area meeting to a clear dismissal of any interest in A.A. at
the area level or beyond.”

Area 75 continues to communicate with these districts
through mailings, if there is a contact, says Nancy, and
through district visits by area officers.

“We continue to reach out, maintain communication,
and work at all levels to ensure that everyone in Area 75
feels welcome and connected to the area and A.A. as a
whole. We hope that they will see the value of participa-
tion and unity through general service.”

M Origin of a
Well-Known Quote

Many of us have heard that our co-founder Bill W. said,
“If A.A. ever fails, it will be from within,” or words to that
effect.

Actually, the quote is from the closing talk at the 1977
General Service Conference by Bob H., who served as
G.5.0.’s general manager from 1968-1974. Excerpted here
it is an interesting piece of A.A. history:

“...all of us are a part of the continuum of A.A.
history. To some small degree, then, each of us is responsi-
ble for A.A.’s future.

“Some of us, sometimes, are fearful of that future. We
fear lest this development, or that problem, may destroy us
all. Fear not, my friends. If this Fellowship ever falters, it
won’t be because of ‘two-hatters,” of professionals in the
field. Nor will it be caused by future ‘Rand-type’ reports, or
by members with ‘other’ problems. No, it won’t be because
of any of these things about which we seem to worry so
much. If we ever fail, it will be simply because of us. It will
be because we can’t control our own egos, nor get along
well enough with each other. It will be because we’re just
not wise enough nor good enough to hold this thing togeth-
er. It will be because we think too much about our ‘rights,’
and too little about our obligations and responsibilities.

“But I don’t think we’re going to fall apart. I think
we are going to stick together and keep A.A. strong
and growing.”



