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State Attorney General Drew Edmondson has heard plenty of excuses from public officials
accused of violating the Oklahoma open meeting and records acts.

"Typically, the argument is we didn't know that it was improper,' Edmondson said. "If they
try to justify it, you get the argument that they want a full and frank discussion, that they
need to think outside the box, or be allowed to discuss an unpopular idea.

The violations can be more blatant. Mark Thomas, executive vice president of the Oklahoma
Press Association, recalls a recent case in Nowata where the mayor and two commissioners
a quorum of the city commission were recorded discussing the city water plant, city
operations, police department budget and cutting city jobs.

"They were sitting there in a coffee shop, doing business, Thomas said.

Edmondson said his office often receives complaints about public officials violating the
state's sunshine laws, which are intended to give people a way to monitor what government
is doing. In partnership with the Oklahoma Press Association and FOI Oklahoma Inc.,
Edmondson is preparing to visit 10 cities in the fall to hold workshops on the Oklahoma
Open Records Act and the Open Meeting Act.

"What I do at every one of these meetings is a simple explanation of the purpose of both of
these bills, Edmondson said. "The government belongs to the people. These are the people's
records and meetings, and we in the government are simply stewards it doesn't belong to
us.

The seminars began in 1998. This fall will be the fourth such tour.

"We have reached over 2,000 people in the seminars we've had already, Edmondson said.
"Most of those will be public officials. Typically the press attends. And typically there are a
few citizens who attend.

Thomas said only a "small few intentionally violate the laws.

"By and large, the public officials want to do the right thing, Thomas said. "If they err, they
tend to side on being open. But as soon as there is a hot issue, they panic.

Edmondson said the most confusion surrounds executive sessions, where the law allows
officials to meet in private to discuss litigation and personnel matters.
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"In most of these cases, it's permissive, not required, Edmondson said.

Edmondson said officials often err in thinking they can withhold a draft of meeting minutes
until it's approved by the public body.

"It's a document, and once it's created, it's subject to the Open Records Act, Edmondson
said.

Edmondson said his office sometimes has learned of criminal activity through people using
the sunshine laws, but he suspects the biggest impact of the laws is one that can't be
measured.

"One of the important things often overlooked is that improper behavior, I'm convinced, is
prevented by the fact that the meetings and records are open, Edmondson said. "There is no
way to chronicle things that are not done because government officials know that if they do
something, the public will find out.
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