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D.A. warns dozens of
county agencies to end
open-door violations.

JACK LEONARD

Dozens of local government
agencies across Los Angeles
County have silenced critics at
public meetings, held secret
conferences to hash out impor-
tant business or taken other
actions that violated the state’s
open meetings law, according
to a Times review of the district
attorney’s records.

Responding to complaints
from the public, prosecutors
have sent more than 50 letters
since 2001 warning government
officials that they acted il-
legally. District attorney’s offi-
cials frequently threatened civ-
il court action or criminal
cl}ezmes if the violations contin-
ued.

Though no one has been
prosecuted, some agencies
have been required to publicly
reverse decisions made in se-
cret. Several elected bodies, in-
cluding the city councils of El
Segundo and, more recently,
Lancaster, have received re-
peated warnings to clean up
their act. '

Among the actions prosecu-
tors have faulted are the shut-
ting off of a critic's microphone
during a meeting and the hir-
ing of a “facilitator” to poll
council members about an is-
sue so that they would not have

[See Meetings, Page A12]

D.A. investigates violatio

[Meetings, from Page A1]
to formally meet on it.

Some city attorneys say
they feel they have been un-
fairly treated like criminals and
complain that prosecutors
sometimes see violations
where none exist. But activists
for open government say the
warnings help improve compli-
ance and will show that too
many local agencies embrace a
culture of secrecy.

“It’s arrogance and a feeling
that they know best and they
can do whatever they want,”
said Richard McEKee, an advo-
cate for open government who
has filed more than a dozen
lawsuits against government
agencies. The suits allege viola-
tions of the state’s open meet-
ings law.

Agencies that act in secret
deprive the public of the oppor-
tunity to weigh in on important
issues, such as development
proposals and officials’ sala-
ries. Prosecutors say it also

© prevents the sort of scrutiny

that deters officials from ben-
efiting. themselves or their
friends and supporters at pub-
lic expense.

For more than 50 years, Cal-
ifornia’s open meetings law, the
Brown Act, has required mem-
bers of city councils, school
boards and a host of other local
government agencies to con-
duct business in public. Every
state gives the public the right
to attend government meetings
and limits what officials can de-
cide in secret, experts said. But
California’s law goes further
than some, giving the public
the right to speak at agency
meetings, they added.

Introduced by the late As-
semblyman Ralph M. Brown, a
Modesto Democrat, the legisla-
tion, enacted in 1953, was in-
spired by a 10-part series writ-
ten by San Franecisco Chronicle
reporter Mike Harris that ex-
posed many local agencies
making decisions in secret.
Brown then led a legislative
committee investigation that
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‘One of the best ways to deter public
corruption is to have transparency in
government. That injects honesty.’

— STEVE CoOLEY,

Los Angeles County district attorney

confirmed the practice.

The Los Angeles County
district attorney’s warning let-
ters offer a unique window into
local compliance with the
state’s open meetings law. Ac-
tivists for open government
said few prosecutors, if any, are
as thorough or consistent as
L.A. County's in following up on
complaints from the public
about secrecy or censorship.

Juli Potter, an El Segundo
resident, was addressing her
City Council in 2003 when she
was interrupted as she began
to question why then-Mayor
Mike Gordon was not spending
his campaign funds on events
in the city.

Gordon, who was running
for a seat on the state Assem-
bly, accused Potter of cam-
paigning and told her to stop,
according to district attorney’s
records.

“We'll take you out every
time," he warned her.

But Potter continued. Gor-

don interrupted her again.

“We're done,” he finally told
her. “Microphone’s off.”

A videotape of the meeting
showed a uniformed officer es-
corting Potter out of the coun-
cil chamber, according to dis-
trict attorney’s records.

Susan Chasworth, a Los

Angeles County prosecutor,

sent a letter telling the council
that state law protects the pub-
lic from censorship of criticism
during meetings.

“El Segundo public officials
are servants of the people — all
of the people — whether they
hold conflicting opinions or
not,” Chasworth wrote.

The prosecutor’s scolding
drew cheers from some regu-
lars at the counecil’s meetings.
But Mark Hensley, El Segun-
do’s city attorney, said he be-
lieved the district attorney’s of-
fice was wrong.

The law, he said, protects
only comments involving is-
sues that the council has au-
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