Rep. Meredith Craig and Rep. David Thomas
77th and 65t Ohio House Districts

(Rep. Craig)

Chair Ray, Vice Chair LaRe, Ranking Member Brent, and members of the House
General Government Committee, thank you for the opportunity to testify on HB 609,
alongside my joint sponsor, Rep. Thomas.

House Bill 609 is a straightforward and commonsense proposal that strengthens
transparency and protects the ability of Ohioans to participate in their local
government. Specifically, this legislation requires public bodies composed of elected
officials to allow at least one period of public commentary and testimony during public

meetings.

At its core, this bill is about preserving one of the most fundamental principles of our
democratic system: the right of citizens to have a voice in the decisions made by those
elected to represent them.

Across Ohio, we have recently seen troubling examples of local governments, including
cities, townships, and school boards, moving to restrict or eliminate opportunities for
public comment. The most notable example has occurred in the City of Canton, where
elected officials have taken steps to stop residents’ ability to address their own
government.

To be clear, we do not condone threats, intimidation, or violence against public officials.
Civil discourse and respectful engagement must always be the standard. However,
when isolated incidents occur, there are existing tools and authorities available to
address disruptive or dangerous behavior. Eliminating or severely restricting public
comment for all residents is not the appropriate solution.



(Rep. Thomas)

Rep. Craig outlined the why, so I will share the how. You will notice we have asked you
to adopt already a -2 version. The substitute bill you accepted today strikes an
appropriate balance and compromise following many conversations. It ensures that
Ohioans have an opportunity to provide input while still allowing public bodies to
adopt reasonable rules governing the duration, nature, and order of public
commentary. This bill does not prevent local governments from maintaining order. It
simply ensures they cannot eliminate the public’s voice entirely.

Taking feedback from interested parties, we fine-tuned language to ensure the
following;:

e Only 1 period of public comment would be required per meeting in which action
is being taken, Line 199-204
e Only elected bodies are required to have public comment periods
e The public comment period is not without restrictions, Line 191 states, “The
body may establish by rule, reasonable restrictions on the duration, nature, and
venue...”
Now, I will address the elephant in the room and answer the question before it is asked.
Does this law change impact the legislature? This law changes ORC Section 121, which
speaks to all non-General Assembly public bodies. The General Assembly creates rules
for Ohio and for ourselves. We, the General Assembly, currently hear hundreds of
thousands of public testimony and comments yearly and provide ample opportunity
within our current rules for the public to make their voice heard. HB 609 copies from
other states’ code and laws and allows for the public’s voice to continue being heard
from the Townhall to the Statehouse.

Public service is a privilege, and part of that privilege is listening to the people we
serve. Even when their message may be difficult to hear. Transparency, accountability,
and citizen participation are essential components of good governance.

House Bill 609 reinforces Ohio’s longstanding commitment to open meetings and
transparent government by ensuring that public meetings remain truly public.

Thank you, Chair Ray, and members of the committee for your time and consideration.
We would be happy to answer any questions.



