Towards Open Government and Legal Executive Sessions in Barrington
During the controversy over the keyhole development proposal at Sturdevant Road in Barrington (2006-2007) it was pointed out several times in communications to the Town Board, to no avail,  that most of their executive sessions were illegal. That controversy began when near neighbors of the proposed development discovered that town officials had conferred with the developer in secret for several months prior to making the proposal public.
According to the Town Law Manual, which all Board members have in their possession, “The Courts have held that the town board motion to enter into executive session must identify with ‘particularity’ the subject to be discussed. As one court stated: ‘It is insufficient to merely regurgitate the statutory language; to wit, ‘discussions regarding proposed, pending or current litigation.” (p. 23, 24). 

With respect to “personnel matters,” the Committee on Open Government has ruled that to enter into executive session for the purpose of discussing “personnel” or “a personnel matter” is inadequate. The Committee states that the motion to enter into Executive Session to discuss a personnel matter should be more specific, without naming the individual involved. It proposes: “I move to enter into an executive session to discuss the employment history of a particular person or persons.”(p. 25).
Having apparently not yet learned the lessons from the Sturdevant Road Development controversy, and despite numerous citizen complaints by letter and in comments at town board meetings, the Board still persists, consciously or unconsciously, in its nonconformity to the provisions of the Open Meetings Law. At its meeting on March 26, the Supervisor called for and received a motion to go into executive session to discuss “a personnel matter,” without any elaboration. 
If members of the Board cannot state with particularity the topic to be discussed in an Executive Session, what confidence can citizens have that they will exercise discipline to restrict discussion to that topic and that topic alone, once they get in the session?

In defense of democracy in Barrington, townspeople should insist that the Supervisor and the Town Board obey the law. At election time, candidates for Supervisor and the Town Board should be questioned regarding their commitment to open government and to the specific provisions of the Open Meetings Law.
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