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The Massachusetts Open Meeting Law is a crucial piece of legislation that
promotes transparency and accountability in government. This law ensures that
public bodies conduct their business in an open and transparent manner,
allowing citizens to participate in and observe the decision-making processes
that affect them. Understanding the intricacies of this law is essential for
anyone involved in government meetings, whether as a public official, a
member of a board, or a concerned citizen. This guide will provide a
comprehensive overview of the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law, including its
purpose, key provisions, requirements for compliance, and the consequences of
violations.

Overview of the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law

The Massachusetts Open Meeting Law (OML), established in 1953 and codified
under Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 30A, sections 18-25, is designed to
ensure that meetings of public bodies are conducted openly and that the
public has a meaningful opportunity to attend and participate in these
meetings.

Purpose of the Open Meeting Law

The primary objectives of the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law include:

1. Promoting Transparency: Ensuring that government actions and decisions are
made in public view.

2. Encouraging Public Participation: Allowing citizens to engage with their
government and voice their opinions.

3. Preventing Secrecy: Discouraging private discussions and decision-making
that exclude the public.

Who is Covered by the Open Meeting Law?

The Massachusetts Open Meeting Law applies to a wide range of public bodies,
including:

- State Agencies: Any department or agency created by statute.

— Local Government: Boards of selectmen, city councils, school committees,
and other municipal entities.

— Quasi-Public Entities: Organizations that receive public funding or have
public responsibilities.

Definitions of Key Terms

Understanding the language of the Open Meeting Law is crucial. Here are some
key definitions:



— Public Body: Any department, agency, board, commission, or authority of the
Commonwealth or a political subdivision thereof.

— Meeting: Any gathering of a quorum of a public body to discuss or
deliberate on public business.

— Quorum: The minimum number of members required to be present in order to
conduct business.

Key Provisions of the Massachusetts Open
Meeting Law

The Open Meeting Law contains several important provisions that govern how
public meetings must be conducted.

Notice Requirements

1. Posting Notice: Public bodies must post a notice of their meetings at
least 48 hours in advance, excluding weekends and legal holidays.

2. Content of Notice: The notice must include the date, time, and location of
the meeting, as well as a list of topics that will be discussed.

3. Accessibility: Notices must be posted in a location that is accessible to
the public, and electronic posting on the agency's website is encouraged.

Conducting Meetings

1. Open to the Public: Meetings must be open to all members of the public,
with limited exceptions for executive sessions.

2. Record Keeping: Minutes must be taken during the meeting, documenting the
proceedings and decisions made.

3. Public Participation: Members of the public should have opportunities to
ask questions and provide input during meetings, although public bodies may
set reasonable rules for participation.

Executive Sessions

Certain discussions may be held in executive session, which is a closed
meeting. However, there are strict guidelines for holding such sessions:

1. Permissible Reasons: Executive sessions are allowed for specific reasons,
such as discussing strategy in negotiations, matters related to personnel, or
issues involving litigation.

2. Vote to Enter Executive Session: A public body must vote in an open
session to enter into an executive session, stating the purpose of the
session.

3. No Decisions in Executive Sessions: Decisions cannot be made in executive
sessions; any votes must occur in an open meeting.



Compliance with the Open Meeting Law

Public bodies are required to comply with the provisions of the Massachusetts
Open Meeting Law to ensure transparency and accountability.

Training and Education

1. Required Training: Members of public bodies are encouraged to undergo
training on the Open Meeting Law to understand their responsibilities.

2. Resources: The Massachusetts Attorney General's Office provides resources,
guidelines, and training materials to help public officials comply with the
law.

Monitoring Compliance

1. Public Access: Citizens have the right to attend meetings and may request
minutes and documents related to the meeting.

2. Complaints: If individuals believe that a public body has violated the
Open Meeting Law, they can file a complaint with the Attorney General’s
Office.

Consequences of Violations

Failure to comply with the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law can result in
significant consequences for public bodies and their members.

Legal Consequences

1. Injunctions: The Attorney General's Office can seek an injunction to
prevent further violations.

2. Nullification of Actions: Decisions made in violation of the Open Meeting
Law may be declared null and void.

3. Fines: Individual members of public bodies who willfully violate the law
may be subject to fines.

Public Accountability

1. Loss of Public Trust: Violations can lead to a loss of credibility and
trust between public officials and the community they serve.

2. Increased Scrutiny: Public bodies that violate the law may face increased
scrutiny from the media and the public, leading to a more significant
challenge in fulfilling their responsibilities.



Conclusion

The Massachusetts Open Meeting Law serves as a vital framework for ensuring
that public business is conducted openly and transparently. By understanding
the requirements and provisions of this law, public officials and citizens
alike can work together to promote accountability and civic engagement.
Awareness of the law not only fosters trust between government bodies and the
public but also empowers citizens to participate meaningfully in their
democratic processes. Public bodies must commit to adhering to the law’s
provisions, recognizing its importance in maintaining the integrity of
governmental operations. Ultimately, the success of the Massachusetts Open
Meeting Law hinges on the active participation of both public officials and
the community, working together to uphold the principles of democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law?

The Massachusetts Open Meeting Law is a state law that requires public bodies
to conduct their meetings in a manner that is open and accessible to the
public, ensuring transparency in government operations.

Who is subject to the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law?

The law applies to all public bodies in Massachusetts, including state
agencies, municipal boards, commissions, and committees, as well as any
subcommittees.

What constitutes a 'meeting' under the Massachusetts
Open Meeting Law?

A 'meeting' is defined as a deliberation by a quorum of a public body on any
public business, which includes discussions, decision-making, and gatherings
where public business is discussed.

What are the requirements for public notice of a
meeting?

Public bodies must provide at least 48 hours' notice of a meeting, including
the date, time, and place, as well as an agenda, which must be posted in a
location accessible to the public.

Are there any exceptions to the Open Meeting Law?

Yes, certain meetings may be exempt from the law, including executive
sessions for discussing matters like personnel issues, litigation strategy,
or the purchase of real estate.

What are the penalties for wviolating the



Massachusetts Open Meeting Law?

Violations can result in civil fines, and individuals may be subject to a
complaint process through the Attorney General's office or civil court for
enforcement.

How can the public participate in meetings under this
law?
The public has the right to attend and actively participate in meetings, and

public bodies are encouraged to allow time for public comment on agenda
items.

What should a public body do if they need to hold an
emergency meeting?
In case of an emergency, a public body can hold a meeting with less than 48

hours' notice, but they must provide justification and notify the public as
soon as possible.

How can someone report a violation of the Open
Meeting Law?
Individuals can file a complaint with the Massachusetts Attorney General's

office or seek judicial review in court if they believe there has been a
violation of the Open Meeting Law.

Where can I find more resources on the Massachusetts
Open Meeting Law?

Resources, including the full text of the law, guidelines, and FAQs, can be
found on the Massachusetts Attorney General's website and other government
resources.
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