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New York Coalition For Open Government 
 
 
About:  
  

The New York Coalition For Open Government is a nonpartisan non-profit 
organization comprised of journalists, activists, attorneys, educators, news media 
organizations, and other concerned citizens who value open government and 
freedom of information.   
  

Mission Statement:  
  
Through education and civic engagement, the New York Coalition For Open 
Government advocates for open, transparent government and defends citizens’ 
rights to access information from public institutions at the city, county, and state 
levels.   
 
Statement of Purpose:  
  
We believe that, if government is of the people, by the people and for the people, 
then it should also be open to the people. Government exists to serve its citizens. 
Access to public information should be simple. Freedom of Information Laws and 
the New York Open Meetings Law make access to public records a right.  
  
When government operates openly and honestly, we, the people, can hold our 
elected officials accountable, fulfilling our duties as an informed citizenry. The New 
York Coalition For Open Government works to ensure that all people have full 
access to government records and proceedings on the city, county, and state levels. 
Such access fosters responsive, accountable government, stimulates civic 
involvement, and builds trust in government.  
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The following members contributed to the completion of this report:  
 
President, Paul Wolf; Vice President, Michelle Allen; Project Coordinator, Annmarie 
Reeb; Robyn Gray, Mary Louise Kling and Ken Guarino. 
 
The Coalition can be contacted by email at contact@nyopengov.org. Our website 
is www.nyopengov.org and you can also follow us on Facebook. 
(https://www.facebook.com/nyopengov.org).  
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The Importance of Public Comment at Town Board Meetings in New 
York State 
  
Nearly all of a town board's work is performed in meetings or hearings that are 
open to the public. 
 
To put the issue in perspective, the Open Meetings Law gives the public the right 
to attend, listen and observe the performance of public officials during meetings of 
public bodies. That statute, however, is silent with respect to public comment. 
 
What is the Purpose of Public comment? 
 
The public comment period is not a time for dialogue, but a time for the public to 
provide input on a particular subject to elected or appointed officials. 
 
Is there a definition of Public Comment? 
 
There are several definitions for public comment but the majority of them reflect 
that it is a written or verbal statement by the public or community stakeholder to 
a legislative or governing body, regarding laws, regulations, contracts, a proposed 
capital project and/or improvement, budget, etc.  The speech can be both positive 
and negative.   
 
What could happen if Public Comment is not allowed? 
 
Failure to allow public comment can further erode the governmental process 
by allowing local governments to act without citizen input. 
 
Public Comment in other States 
 
Fourteen states mandate hearing from the public at regular meetings (Alaska, 
Arkansas, California, Hawaii, Louisiana, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New 
Jersey, North Carolina, South Dakota, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Vermont). 
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In November of 2023, an intriguing news article by Jessica Stolzberg was 
published in The New York Times Magazine.  Below are two excerpts from this 
article.   
 

Want to Understand Your Neighbors? 
Go to a Municipal Meeting. 

 
By Jessica Stolzberg 
Published Nov. 22, 2023 - Updated Dec. 20, 2023 
 
Last winter, spurred by discontent, I made my way to the town hall. I didn’t 
know where to stand, where I would find the sign-up sheet or quite where to 
look when I spoke into the small microphone. But it doesn’t take long to fall 
in line with the rhythms of a municipal meeting. It’s a scene as fascinating as 
it is frustrating, as enlightening as it is disappointing, a startling mix of civic 
failure and success — often in a single night — and I have continued to enter 
the meeting chambers with regularity ever since. 
 
The most important part of these meetings is always the ensemble of 
townspeople who stand at the small podium to ask, sometimes beg, that our 
needs be met, wrongs be prevented or righted. There is little praise; there is 
always ire. I’ve come to realize my town is loosely held together by 
individuals, elected and appointed, whom I could just as easily pass in the 
grocery store bagging a head of lettuce. But in this room, our visibility and our 
voices create a symbiosis, even if tenuous and tense, between those in power 
and those who granted it to them. We can get close enough to remind them 
of our expectations — or simply that we are watching. 
 
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/22/magazine/municipal-meeting-
recommendation.html 
 
We would like to thank Jessica Stolzberg who gave us permission to share her story 
with those who support Open Government.  We encourage you to read the entire 
article. 
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Many town boards in New York State allow public comment even though this is not 
required by New York State Law.  In our 2023 report, Silence Is Not Golden, we 
reviewed all 933 New York State towns to determine whether public comment was 
allowed during a regular board meeting per their online agenda and/or minutes.  
798 towns had a website; 61 towns had no website; and 74 towns had no current 
agendas/minutes on their website. 
 
We found that some towns in New York State use other terms to describe “public 
comment”.  Here is a sample of the terms used: 
 

Public Comment 
Privilege of the Floor 
Hearing of the Public 
Voice of the Public 
Public be Heard 
Public Statements 
Recognition of Citizens Present 
Public Participation 
Open Forum 
Guests and Public to be Heard 
Visitors who Wish to Speak 
Walk in Comments 
Citizen Comments 

 
Our volunteers reviewed each town’s online agenda and minutes to see if public 
comment was provided by a person in the public vs. a guest speaker invited by the 
town board and whether the public comment was part of the regular meeting or 
part of a public hearing.   
 
When the minutes and/or agenda failed to reflect that public comment was 
allowed, a volunteer could only assume that the town board did not provide the 
public an opportunity to speak. 
 
Our volunteer coalition members found after reviewing 798 town websites - 
agendas and minutes, that 177 towns in New York State did not allow the public to 
provide comments at a March 2023 regular town board meeting. 
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At the end of 2023, the New York Coalition For Open Government decided to do a 
follow-up letter.  This project focused on the towns in New York that we had 
previously determined did not allow for public comment at regular town board 
meetings.  Below are several graphs that update the data from our original report: 
“Silence Is Not Golden”. 
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In January 2024, the Coalition sent letters to 177 towns via email and U.S. Mail to 
elected public officials – Town Supervisor, Town Clerk and Board Members.  See 
below as to how towns responded: 
 

 
 
The Coalition appreciates all the town officials who took the time to respond to 
our letter and who continue to support Public Comment and Government 
Transparency at the local level.  
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Our recommendations for Town Governments: 
 
• Meeting minutes should reflect that public comments were made at a meeting 

(another way of being transparent). 
• Include a public comment section on your agenda. 
• Allow public comment before discussing the business of the town. 
• Offer a second public comment time before the meeting is adjourned to allow 

for non-agenda items to be addressed. 
• Those who wish to provide public comment should not be required to provide 

their name, address, or topic they plan to discuss prior to speaking. 
• Any established rules for speaking should be in writing, made available to the 

public and applied equally. 
 
Our recommendations to the Public when providing Public Comment: 
 
• Be respectful and keep your speech civil. 
• Comments should be focused on the issues rather than letting it deteriorate into 

personal insults. 
• Put your comments in writing and provide a copy to your Town Board. 
• Know the town’s Public Comment Rules or ask for a copy of the Rules. 
 
Our Recommendation to the New York State Legislature: 
 
Amend the Open Meetings Law or put forward a Constitutional Amendment to 
mandate that public bodies must provide an opportunity for the public to speak at 
their meetings. 
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Exhibit A provides a listing of the 153 towns where the Town Supervisor, Town 
Clerk and Board Members received our letter via email.  (492 emails were sent) 
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Exhibit B provides a listing of the 24 Towns that we sent a letter to the Town 
Supervisor and Town Clerk via U.S. Mail (no emails on their website). 
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Exhibit C highlights all 675 Towns in New York State that provide public comment 
based on this revised report.  
 
Exhibit C – All Towns Allowing Public Comment (675) 
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Exhibit C – All Towns Allowing Public Comment (675) cont’d. 
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Exhibit C – All Towns Allowing Public Comment (675) cont’d. 
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Exhibit C – All Towns Allowing Public Comment (675) cont’d. 
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Exhibit D highlights all 123 Towns in New York State that do not allow for public 
comment, as per this revised report. 
 
Exhibit D – All Towns NOT Allowing Public Comment (123) 
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Exhibit E is the letter to 177 towns from the New York Coalition For Open 
Government that was sent in January 2024. 
 
Exhibit E – Letter from the New York Coalition For Open Government, Inc. to Town 
Officials 

 


