 
At a recent UP prosecutor's meeting I was asked if I've noticed any intake trends unique to Alger County, meaning any unusually high numbers of a particular type of complaint.


My answer surprised the others as much as it has surprised me, because I've received an extraordinary number of complaints about violations of the Open Meetings Act by public bodies operating within Alger County.


In very general terms the Open Meetings Act calls for the public to receive advance notice of any meeting of at least a quorum of the membership of a public body at which the business of that body is discussed, and for public bodies to provide opportunities for public comment during these meetings.


Some of the complaint volume in Alger County is undoubtedly attributable to the fact that Alger County turned zoning over to its townships in 2002, so that the townships are still working on their own ordinances, and zoning is always a contentious issue, as are many issues addressed by school boards.


Mostly, however, its about attitudes. Its often said that medical malpractice litigation is less about medical outcomes than bedside manner, i.e., it is the perception that a health care professional is insensitive, unresponsive or arrogant that causes a consumer of health care to complain about an outcome. The same is certainly true of the relationship between citizens and public bodies; citizen complaints are driven as much by how they've been treated as by what was decided.


A typical complaint about the conduct of a public body involves an implied violation of the Open Meetings Act, i.e., a violation is assumed because there is no meaningful discussion of an issue among its members at a meeting. In a typical scenario members of the public body instead announce their positions in turn, no one seems surprised by anyone else's position, their positions are remarkably consistent and the position statements are immediately followed by a motion, second and unanimous vote.


Attendees at such a meeting invariably conclude that the issue was fully discussed and decided upon at some earlier time. Equally important as the truth or falsity of this perception is the negative impact of such meetings on public confidence in government.


While the Open Meetings Act doesn't require public officials to avoid even the "appearance of impropriety", which is the ethical standard for lawyers, the practical responsibility for restoring public confidence in government lies with public officials, because the foreseeable consequences of ignoring the problem include costly and divisive recall efforts.


Citizens want more than anything else to believe that members of public bodies arrive at meetings with open minds, so that the public comment received may actually affect decisions made later.


Certainly there are many public bodies operating within Alger County that are doing an exemplary job of fostering public participation in government; others could benefit from the following suggestions.


Public officials should go beyond technical compliance with the Open Meetings Act by publishing, not just notices of meetings but detailed agendas so that interested citizens can know what will be discussed and acted upon. Information about meetings should be shared enthusiastically, because resistance to sharing information just generates more suspicion and distrust. Public comment sessions should be offered several times in the course of a meeting, with one session scheduled before any decisions are made because public comment received only after decisions are made is and will be perceived as "token". And, public comment should be received graciously rather than grudgingly; impatience and indifference should not be conveyed even by body language.


Public officials should also re-commit themselves to "working" meetings, i.e., to a full discussion of all issues with each other and in the presence and hearing of whomever chooses to attend their meetings.


Above all else, the leadership of any public body should practice and insist upon basic civility between the members of the public body and citizens. There is never any excuse for raised voices or interruptions of a speaker, let alone personal attacks on anyone, with or without profanity. If the latter occurs in a public setting, a public apology should follow.


Public service is often a thankless job but it need not generate so much suspicion and distrust as to involve law enforcement with the frequency that it has in Alger County.

