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from our viewpoint...

Orange bracelets
fit open government

The Sunshine movement is gathering steam, in Congress and
acrossthenation.

CongressmanJerry Moran of HayssignedupinMarchasthefirst
Houseco-sponsor for theOpen GovernmentAcct, abill tostrengthen
thefederal Freedom of InformationAct.

From ameeting in Washington where the new orange “ Govern
in Sunshine” bracel etswereunveiled, acoupleof bagsweredeliv-
eredto The Goodland Star-Newsfor usto present to city and county
officials.

Wewereproudto say that everyoneweaskedto accept abracel et
did so, and on the page you will find the photos of the Sherman
County commissioners, plus County Clerk Janet Rumpel, and the
Goodland city commissionersplus City Manger Ron Pickman, al
wearing their orange bracel ets.

Open meetingsand openrecordsarevital inademocracy. Weall
should encouragethemost open discussion of publicbusinesspos-
sible. Every timesomeonewantsto closeameeting, someoneshould
ask if thereason fitsthe few exceptionsin the Kansas Open M eet-
ingsLaw.

Thereissome confusion that when editorsand otherstalk about
openmeetings, they aresayingthat all thedecisionshavetobemade
infront of the public. That ishalf theanswer, but it ismoreimpor-
tanttoallow thepublicto hear and seehow thedecisionsarereached.

Asthe Kansasattorney General'soffice says, “when the discus-
sion begins, you haveameeting.”

“1f all you seearethedecisions, you havenot beentoameeting,”
wastheopinion of the Col orado Supreme Court nearly 30yearsago
when reviewing acourt case whereacity council was meeting be-
foretheregular session, and making all their discussions, with the
votesbeing recorded later at the* open” meeting.

The county commissioners pointed out a*“sunshine” error that
the Sherman County Convention and Visitor Bureau madein Feb-
ruary whenthey went into closed session to approveapay raisefor
the executivedirector.

Some of the board members objected to having to do thingsin
public. That isthepoint of the Open MeetingsL aw, though, tohave
thepublic’sbusinessdoneintheopen. Salariesareabig part of the
open recordslaw.

Opengovernment should besomethingwecanall agreeon. This
isabout theright of taxpayers, citizensand votersto know what their
government isdoing. Sure, there are exceptions. They are, for the
most part, reasonable.

Thebottomlineis, taxpayersarethestockholders, theownersof
our demacratic government. Thegovernment shouldn’t havemany
secretsfrom them.

Whilethepressoften isseen asthe main backer of opengovern-
ment, thisisnot areporter’sor editor’sright. The reporters know
therulesand know how to get government information. Ordinary
citizensoften arethe ones shut out by secrecy.

When the average person goesto agovernment agency and asks
for information, they’ re sometimes met with lack of cooperation,
refusal, hostility or questionsabout “ why” they want thedocuments.
Sometimesit’signorance of thelaw on thepart of apoorly trained
clerk. Sometimes, the government has something to hide.

But it just shouldn’'t happen. That’swhat Sunshinelawsandthe
Open Government Act are about. That’swhy we have no reserva-
tionsabout boosting open government.

Thisisabasicrightinademocracy, somethingweshould all be-
lievein.—Tom Betz
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Sherman County Commissioners Chuck Thomas, Mitch Tiede and Kevin Rasure showed off their orange bracelets along with
County Clerk Janet Rumpel. The commissioners and clerk wore the orange bracelets in support of “Govern in Sunshine.”

City Commissioners Josh Dechant, Dave Daniels, Annette Fairbanks, John Garcia and Mayor Rick Billinger showed off their
orange bracelets along with City Manager Ron Pickman. The commissioners were presented the “Govern in Sunshine” brace-
lets by Tom Betz, editor of The Goodland Star-News after the two new commissioners were sworn in on April 18.
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