Thoughts on the Loss of a Troop

It is never a good thing to think of a Scout Troop closing down due to any factor. The loss of the opportunity of boys to benefit from being Scouts is always sad. I have , unfortunately, been party to the demise of more than one “baby” Troop. I have often looked back and wondered, could I have done anything different to help the Troop’s survival and success?. But some things have stood out. I have decided that the following are necessary (beyond the “official” requirements) for the continuation  and success of a Scout Troop (and by extension, any other Scout unit):

>  One or more (preferably MORE!) adult leaders convinced of the benefit of , and dedicated to the success of the unit need to be there and STAY THERE... No amount of outside help or expertise will be of any use if the home Scout leaders aren’t there. By ‘home’, I mean folks from the sponsoring Charter Organization, not just the Scout parents. . If they are a group of folks from outside the CO, this can work, but it gets difficult if the CO is not a direct part of the formula.  THEY must find the time and energy to work the phones and emails and collect and work with the boys until the boys catch fire with the “spirit of Scouting”. The “helper” can be the best motivational speaker and knowledgeable guy around, the Boys may want to be Scouts and love the program (both demonstrably and vocally), but without the dedicated Scouter, the Troop (or Pack) is doomed.
>  It helps if one (or MORE!) of the home leaders are use-to-be Scouts. Even someone who dropped out as a Bear Cub can be the glue to help the other parents see their role in the Unit’s success.  Seek those folks out. Often, an ex-Scout can be the dust mote around which the Scout Unit snowflake can form (how’s that for metaphorical language?), but is not absolutely needed. See #1 above.
> When a Commissioner (for instance) comes in and says “I am here to help”, it MUST be understood that he/she is there to HELP, not BE the Scoutmaster (except temporarily).  The helping Commish can be there for each meeting, offer lots of tips and guidance, but SOMEBODY in the Troop’s home MUST take up the reins, so to speak. But if no one is willing…
> And these somebody’s must be encouraged to take the training as soon as possible, to see and be aware of what Scouting CAN and SHOULD be. Get them out to local training, so they can meet other local folk they can LEAN on in similar circumstances.
>  If it is ONLY one dedicated adult, (again, regardless of the official requirements), he/she will soon be burned out without the help of others. Help them identify folks in the CO and in the local neighborhood that can help.  If the signatories on the Charter are only for “convenience”, then the unit is doomed from the start. 

>  The Scout unit can hold “practice” meetings to let the new Scouts try out the idea (Commish is the temp SM?) until the Charter is formally signed and the full leadership lined up, but , again, if the Adult Leaders on the Charter are not there in the flesh, it ain’t gonna work.
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>  Outdoor activities need to be lined up ASAP and they need to happen, and the BOYS need to see Scout craft in action. It helps to have a “partner” unit to help model the Scoutcraft stuff. Get the new Troop to emulate the partner Troop and it’s boys. Here, the new Troop leaders must not be allowed to merely  tag along, but be encouraged to do it themselves. 
>  Sometimes the parents will argue that Scouting isn’t worth the cost (uniforms, camping gear, etc. ).  And the Helper’s response: to consider the comparative cost of soccer or other sports, or band, or any other kid’s activity will fall on deaf ears. Often the parents have another reason to WANT to not be in Scouts and are looking for a “polite” way to be let out. Offers of “loaners” of equipment, uniform “closets” and such won’t help this. The desire to be Scouts is either there or not.  See #1.
> I f the new Troop is a what I call a “specialist” Troop, certain other considerations come into play. If, for instance, the Unit anticipates having only Scouts of a particular faith (sponsored by a particular House of Worship, their right to do so), this may lead to a limited membership that may lead to Unit failure from lack of members. This must be discussed and realized from the start. From where do the Adult Leaders expect to recruit and gain Scouts?  Is the faith’s Religious Award a part of their plan? Perhaps even part of their youth ministry?  The “helper” should be comfortable with the faith , or any other “special” limitations the sponsoring CO may require.  Such “specialized” units include  home schooling groups,  neighborhood community organizations (gated communities?) and military bases.
> If the “specialist” Troop allows the parents to bring the boys for the Scout Leaders to do their magical Scout stuff on their boys , without participating themselves, SOMEHOW,  then the unit is doomed. If the parents do not understand and support the idea of Scouting and it’s goal of independent Scout activity (not Adult Led, but Boy Led) then the boys will eventually understand the  “baby sitting”  factor in the Troop, and fall away from the lack of challenge. The nascent Leaders will soon burn out. Pfft goes the Troop.
>> And, despite all the offers and actual help and phone calls and emails and proffered literature and conferences and activity modeling, there may come a day when the Helper will have to realize that the Unit they have worried and labored with is not longed for this Scout world.  Phone calls and emails are not returned.  You go to the meeting place and there is no one there. You call the Charter Org Rep (you talked to him only a month ago) at his office and the secretary tells you he is out of the country for 3 months . The Institution Head tells you that the named Scoutmaster, who told you last month he would be signing up for SLS training, has been assigned to Cleveland by his employer and left last week.  He also tells you that of the  8 Scouts you led thru Flag Courtesy two weeks ago, three of the families have left the area (immigration issues?). The nascent Scoutmaster you have worked with for the last year tells you that NONE of the Scouts he had last year will sign up this year, they have “moved on”. But they 
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all looked like they were having so much fun at last summer’s campout at Little Bennett! Everybody learned the Square Knot and Bowline!  They all laughed at the campfire jokes and skits! The parents all seemed enthusiastic and willing!  What did I do wrong? What could I have done different? Better? 
 Probably Nothing.  Sometimes it just isn’t meant to happen. Not all boys are destined to be Scouts. Our Muslim friends say “insha’allah”,  God willing, it happens. So we keep offering, modeling,  and trying. Some will “get it”, and that makes it worth while.
Yours in Scouting.

PS:  Even when a Unit fails, it is rewarding to see some of the “surviving” Scouts transfer to other Units, and see them later at Camporees, etc.  See? You did something right!
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