PROPONENT TESTIMONY

Ohio House General Government Committee
Regarding HB 609 — Requiring Public Bodies to Allow Public Comment Before Taking Action
March 17, 2026

Chairman Ray, Vice Chair LaRe, Ranking Member Brent, and members of the House General Government
Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. My name is Tracy Reiss, and | strongly support House Bill 609.

Democracy works best when people can be heard. The ability to speak before your government — to
have your voice count before a decision is made — is not a courtesy. It is a cornerstone of civic life. Yet
today in Ohio, state law requires only that public bodies allow citizens to attend and observe meetings.
There is no requirement that those citizens be permitted to speak. House Bill 609 closes that gap.

Introduced by Representatives David Thomas and Meredith Craig, HB 609 is a commonsense, bipartisan
measure that would require public bodies to allow public commentary and testimony before taking
formal action on any agenda item. It would also prohibit public bodies from requiring citizens to pre-
register or obtain prior approval to speak — a barrier that has been used, intentionally or not, to chill
participation. And it would prevent public bodies from calling special meetings without providing at least
24 hours’ notice, giving community members a genuine opportunity to show up.

The status quo is not acceptable. Across Ohio, residents have been shut out of decisions affecting their
neighborhoods, their schools, their local budgets, and their daily lives — not because they didn’t care, but
because the process didn’t make room for them. Public comment is not about obstructing government
action. It is about informing it. Elected officials and appointed bodies make better decisions when they
hear directly from the people they serve.

Ohio’s Open Meetings Act was built on the principle that government business should be conducted in
the open. HB 609 advances that same principle by ensuring that “open” means more than just being
present in a room. It means having a meaningful opportunity to participate. Transparency and
accountability require that citizens can speak before votes are cast — not after.

This is a straightforward, commonsense step that will strengthen civic trust and public accountability
across every community in Ohio. | urge you to vote YES on House Bill 609. Ohioans deserve a government
that listens. Thank you.

Respectfully submitted,
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