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Public Meetings = Fundamential
to Democracy

“No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all
wise. Indeed it has been said that democracy is
the worst form of government, except for those
other forms that have been tried from time to time.”

Winston Churchill




A meeting will often be the only non-services
based interaction a member of the public has
with the agency.

Public meetings establish the “face” of an
agency.

Transparency and inclusion build public trust,
credibility, and confidence.

Efficiency, process, and preparation are key.
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“A Growing Problem™:
Disruptions on the Rise

A 2022 report from the State Assembly Committee
on the Judiciary:

“Public meetings, particularly those at the
local government level . . ., are impacted
by public behavior that is so disrupfive
and disrespectful that the meetings
cannot continue, ultimately interfering with
the public’s constitutional right to address
local officials, express their preferences
and grievances, and otherwise weigh in
on important local issues affecting their

community.” llRWG
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“A Growing Problem™:
Disruptions on the Rise

The Judiciary Committee’s report identified several
examples of this troubling trend:

»The Mayor of Los Gatos and her family faced
targeted bullying and harassment efforts at
public meetings, including anti-LGBTQ rhetoric

»The Placentia-Yorba Linda Unified School Board
was forced to end multiple meetings early due
to meeting disruptions

»Recent San Diego Board of Supervisor meetings
have made national headlines, in part, due to
racist comments and threats of violence
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The Legal Framework

“Those wise restraints that make
men free”

John MacArthur Maguire
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“The people have the right of access to
information concerning the conduct of the
people's business, and, therefore, the
meetings of public bodies and the writings of
public officials and agencies shall be

California Constitution, Art. 1, Sect. 3(b)
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The Brown Act




The Ralph M. Brown Act
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“In enacting this chapter, the Legislature
finds and declares that the public
commissions, boards and councils and the
other public agencies in this State exist to
aid in the conduct of

It is the intent of the law that their actions be
taken openly and their deliberations be
conducted openly.”
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“All meetings of the legislative body of a
local agency shall be and , and
all persons shall be permiited to aitend any
meeting of the legislative body of a local
agency, except as otherwise provided in this
chapter.”
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Agenda Requirements




No discussion or action on
items not on the posted
agenda

e Absolute rule for special meetings
e Exceptions for regular meetings

RWG

L AW




Agenda Requirements

Exceptions Allowing Limited Discussion of Non-
agenda ltems:

e “ ™ N N B
. 4 Emergency
Brief QUGf(S)i:OhS Gnntl?:\CG Agree to situation
response to clarification ment or Request for place item exists
public / refer fo report on future report on future requiring
comments staff acI:Diiviiies agenda immediate
action
- /AN J

J

/'RWG

L AW



Must establish a quorum to transact business

Default Rule: More than half the Commission
(quorum 3 of 5 member commiission)

A majority of a quorum is sufficient to make
a decision (unless some special rule

applies)
Less than a quorum can adjourn a meeting
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Public Participation

The public has a
right to speak on:

Any item within the
subject matter jurisdiction
of the body (reqular
meetings only)

A specific item of business
on the agenda (any
meeting, including special
and emergency

meetings) IlRWG
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Planning Commissions may adopt
reasonable regulations of public
participation, including, but not limited to

the following:
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Regulating Public Speakers

Planning Commissions may not:

» Prohibit public criticism of the Cit
Commission

»Require speakers to “register”
providing public commen



Addressing Disruption

The Planning Commission Chair may remove
an individual from a meeting for acfual
disrupfive behavior if the Chair first warns the
individual that:

»Their behavior is disruptive, and

» Failure to cease their disruptive behavior
could result in removal from the meeting
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Behavior is disruptive only if it actually
disrupts, disturbs, impedes, or renders
infeasible the orderly conduct of the
meeting.

Disruptive behavior may include
noncompliance with the Planning
Commiission’s established rules of
decorum, such as speaking out of turn or
exceeding established time limits.
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If the individual disrupting the meeting is
using force or a true threat of force, they
may be

to cease their behavior.

If there is a willful interruption of a meeting
by a group or groups so as to “render the
orderly conduct of such meeting
infeasible,” and
business can continue, with the press

allowed to stay. RWG

L AW




Potential Criminal Penalfies

Under , willful
disruption or break-up of a lawful assembly

or meeting is a misdemeanor
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“One important key to success is
self-confidence. An important key
to self-confidence is preparation.”
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Read the staff report and attachments

Provide staff with any questions you may
have in advance of the meeting

Questioning whether to bring up an non-
agendized item at the meeting?

Confirm your aitendance with the staft

licdison in a fimely manner
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Serves as Presiding Officer at Commission
Meetings and facilities its proceedings

Solicits opinions from Commissioners

Ensures a focused discussion and fair
process

Does Chair participate less?
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It is always best to freat the audience with
respect and in a manner that responsible
adulis prefer to be treated -

Serve as an example of thoughtful, dignified
behavior
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Rise above it by ignoring it, smiling, and
thanking each speaker for his/her
comments

Periodically remind the audience to be
civil and observe the City’'s adopted rules
of decorum

Meet with the offenders privately to see if
their concerns can be resolved

Compliment good behavior
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Be aware of your body language, both
positively and negatively

Reaching for the microphone is a non-
disruptive way to ask for the floor

Crossing your arms, rolling your eyes, turning
your chair, etc., indicates to the speaker

that you are not listening

Facing the speaker, sitting still, making eye
contact, indicates that you are listening
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Pay aitention - It builds trust and credibility.

Listen carefully to your fellow
Commissioners’ comments, even if you

disagree
Avoid disiractions, especially
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Reduce the Intimidation Factor

Keep the audience fully informed

Tell people what is going on as you work
through the agenda

People are more likely to participate if
they don’t feel lost and infimidated

Be firm about heckling, booing and
harassment of other speakers or City staft

Use study sessions o tackle difficult and
time-consuming issues in a more informal

setting TRWG
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