Submitted by Justin P. Peroli
Township Trustee, Lafayette Township
(Submitted in Individual Capacity)

Chairman, Vice Chair, Ranking Member, and Members of the Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony regarding House Bill 609 and
proposed amendments to Ohio’s Open Meetings Act.

I submit this testimony in writing due to a previously scheduled township meeting that
evening for which my presence is required to maintain a quorum. I appreciate your consideration
and the work of this committee on matters affecting public transparency and civic participation.

As a sitting township trustee, I operate under Ohio Revised Code 121.22 on a continual
basis. I strongly support the principle that government must conduct the public’s business
openly. Notice requirements, accessible meetings, and meaningful opportunities for public
observation are essential safeguards against the misuse of public authority.

House Bill 609 would require public bodies to allow public commentary prior to taking
formal action on matters before them. Increased public engagement is a worthy objective, and I
recognize the importance many citizens place on having the opportunity to speak before
decisions are made.

In Lafayette Township, I have seen firsthand how deeply residents care about their ability
to address elected officials directly. At one point, prior to the current board’s tenure, restrictions
were placed on public comment, and in some instances eliminated during certain meetings. The
reaction from residents was immediate and intense. Citizens scrutinized procedural changes more
sharply than substantive legislation we considered. That experience reinforced for me that public
comment is not viewed as a mere procedural courtesy — it is perceived as fundamental to
representative government.

When citizens believe their ability to speak is being limited, trust erodes quickly.

For that reason, I approach changes to Ohio’s Open Meetings framework thoughtfully
and with caution. Public comment requirements carry both symbolic and practical significance.
However, in evaluating amendments to the Open Meetings Act, I believe it is important to
distinguish between expanding procedural participation and strengthening structural
accountability.

Ohio already has a comprehensive Open Meetings statute. In my experience and
observation, the primary weakness in the framework is not the absence of procedural language
but the limited enforceability of existing provisions. Violations of the Act do occur across the
state. Yet meaningful consequences are uncommon. Remedies are narrow, and the deterrent
effect of the statute is modest.



If the General Assembly seeks to meaningfully strengthen open government, I respectfully
suggest that reforms focused on enforceability and accountability would have the greatest long-
term impact. Such measures might include:

e Clearer statutory standards defining deliberation and prohibited serial communications
e More consistent and predictable remedies for prevailing parties in enforcement actions
e Meaningful civil penalties for knowing violations

e Required remedial training following judicial findings of noncompliance

Public participation and structural accountability should not be viewed as competing goals.
Both are important. But transparency is ultimately measured not only by whether citizens are
permitted to speak, but by whether public officials are constrained by clear rules and meaningful
consequences when those rules are violated.

I appreciate the committee’s attention to this important issue and welcome continued
dialogue on reforms that strengthen both openness and accountability in Ohio government.

Respectfully submitted,

Township Trustee
Lafayette Township, Medina County



