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THE KANSAS OPEN MEETINGS ACT

I. Introduction

In 1972, the Kansas Legislature enacted The Kansas Open Meetings Act (KOMA).[1] The
Kansas Open Meetings Act (KOMA) was designed to shed some sunshine upon the workings of
the government. In fact, the KOMA has been referred to as the "cornerstone of public access to
state and local government in Kansas"[2] and the Kansas Supreme Court has declared that
"[d]emocracy is threatened when public decisions are not made in public."[3] These statements
evidence the importance of the KOMA to our system of government.

II. Background

As with many laws, a firm grasp of the legislative intent and history surrounding the Acts
enhances and simplifies interpretation of and compliance with the KOMA. The KOMA has as its
central theme the overall intent of allowing the general public greater access to the business
workings of state and local government.[4] It strongly favors openness in governmental
transactions. However, not every meeting is open to the public, and not every entity engaged in
government business is subject to the KOMA.

Many people (including lawyers) confuse state sunshine laws with the federal Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA)[5] and its companion, the Privacy Act,[6] enacted by Congress in 1966
to cover federal actions, agency records and information. The FOIA does not generally apply to
the meetings or records of state or local government agencies, nor to private businesses or
individuals. However, the FOIA shares with the KOMA the same historical genesis, the
Watergate scandal. Regardless of any personal views on that entire political and legal saga, one
of its results was a national move toward opening up government affairs. Although many open
meeting laws were enacted prior to Watergate, there is no question that many statutes were
afterwards enacted or strengthened "at a time of wide-spread public dismay over the Watergate
disclosures of extensive secret corruption and abuse of power at the highest levels of federal
government."[7] Federal and local politicians of that era became very sensitive to the public's
heightened insistence on obtaining information about what the government was "up to."[8] The
result was a national outbreak of new and improved "Sunshine laws." Most states historically
recognized a common law public right to access and now have their own statutory counterparts
to the federal Freedom of Information Act.[9]

III. Purpose and Construction of the KOMA

The purpose of the Kansas Open Meetings Act is to promote an informed electorate.[5] The Act
is to be interpreted liberally, and its exceptions narrowly construed, to carry out the purpose of
the law.[10] "Elected officials have no constitutional right to conduct government affairs behind
closed doors.[11] Their duty is to inform the electorate, not hide from it. The KOMA places no
constraints on purely private discussions by public officials. It regulates only the conduct of
public business."[12] Access to information about the activities and decision-making processes
of government allows voters the opportunity to make more intelligent decisions, to have more
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trust in government, and to curtail governmental corruption.[13] Statutory exceptions to the
policy of open government allow closure of meetings based upon a reluctance to prematurely
disclose information that would disadvantage the government, disclose personal information
about a private person, reduce efficiency, negatively impact the free exchange of ideas, or
discourage independent judgment.[14] However, the statutes and case law support the general
rule that, absent a statutory exception, meetings of public bodies subject to the KOMA should be
open.

IV. Bodies Subject to the KOMA

The first, and sometimes most difficult, question in any KOMA situation is whether a specific
group is subject to the Act. Under K.S.A. 75-4318, there are two concurrent requirements for
determining if a body is subject to the KOMA: The KOMA applies to (1) all legislative and
administrative bodies, state agencies, and political and taxing subdivisions (2) which receive or
expend and are supported in whole or in part by public funds. By its very terms, the KOMA
applies to state agency boards, unless otherwise provided by statute. Likewise, the KOMA
applies to the more obvious political and taxing subdivisions of the state,[15] including cities,
counties, townships,[16] school districts, community colleges,[17] watershed districts,[18] rural
water districts,[19] drainage districts,[20] extension councils created under K.S.A. 2-611,[21]
and local historic preservation committees administering K.S.A. 75-2724.[22]

It is often more difficult to determine if the KOMA applies to entities that are created by, or
subordinate to, a more familiar unit or branch of the government. Such subordinate groups may
include boards, commissions, authorities, councils, committees, subcommittees, advisory groups,
or task forces. Determining whether the KOMA applies to a specific group requires focusing
upon the nature of the group, not its designation or name.[23] Subordinate entities are covered by
the KOMA if (1) the funding test is met by the group or the parent body of the group,[24] and (2)
they are appointed by the parent body (that is subject to the KOMA in its own right) to weigh
options, discuss alternatives, present recommendations or a plan of action. A good test for
determining if the KOMA applies to a subordinate entity is whether those on the subordinate
body were appointed by some official action of a governmental entity.[25] The KOMA also
applies if a majority of a quorum of any governing body, which in its own right is subject to the
KOMA, serves on the subordinate body.[26] Examples of subordinate entities that have been
found subject to the KOMA include school district advisory boards;[27] fire district advisory
boards,[28] commissions formed by the mayor of a city if subordinate to the governing body,[29]
committees appointed by a city to hear employee grievances,[30] drug utilization services board
created by the department of social and rehabilitation services,[31] parental boards under
recreation commissions,[32] and house and senate conference committees.[33]

Government corporations or government-controlled corporations may be subject to the KOMA if
they meet all three of the definition tests: (1) The corporation receives or expends public funds,
(2) the corporation is subject to control of governmental unit(s) and (3) the corporation acts as a
governmental agency in providing services or possesses independent authority to make
governmental decisions. All three must be present. It is not enough that the entity receives a
grant or other funds from the state or another governmental entity. Rather, the amount and
degree of governmental control or authority over the entity in question is often the most
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important factor.[34] The Kansas Attorney General has issued several opinions concerning
nonprofit corporations and the KOMA. According to these opinions, nonprofit corporations
subject to the KOMA include area agencies on aging,[35] the Economic Opportunity
Foundation, Inc.,[36] McPherson Co. Diversified Services, Inc.,[37] Three Rivers, Inc.,[38]
Cowley County Diversified Services,[39] and HELP, Inc.[40] Those nonprofit corporations
found not subject to KOMA include private nursing homes,[41] the University of Kansas and
Wichita State University Endowment Associations,[42] Planned Parenthood,[43] the Hutchinson
Cosmosphere,[44] Electric Cooperative,[45] a corporation used to run a public hospital,[46] the
Parsons Chamber of Commerce,[47] K-10 Corridor Development, Inc.,[48] the Koch Crime
Commission,[49] Kansas Venture Capital, Inc.,[50] Mid-America Commercialization, Inc.,[51]
Consensus Estimating Group (made up of staff from various state agencies),[52] the Prairie
Village Economic Development Commission,[53] and the Hesston Area Senior Center.[54] In
every case where KOMA application to a corporation is questioned, the nature of the funding,
the entity creating the group, and the powers and duties of the corporation in question must be
examined on a case-by-case basis.[55]

The KOMA does not apply to a body merely because it has frequent contact with a governmental
entity or regularly discusses government related topics. For example, staff meetings have long
been recognized as exempt from the KOMA.[56] A single public official or employee is not a
"body" subject to the KOMA.[57] Judicial agencies and bodies are likewise not subject to the
KOMA.[58] Under the definition of a "public agency," private organizations are generally not
subject to the KOMA.[59]

Certain discussions by public bodies are statutorily exempt from the provisions of the
KOMA.[60] K.S.A. 75-4318(a) specifically exempts deliberative discussions by bodies
exercising quasi-judicial authority. Quasi-judicial is "a term applied to the action, discretion, etc.
of public administrative officers or bodies, who are required to investigate facts, or ascertain the
existence of facts, hold hearings and draw conclusions from them, as a basis for their official
action, and to exercise discretion of a judicial nature."[61] The Supreme Court of Kansas has
described a quasi-judicial proceeding as one that "requires a weighing of the evidence, a
balancing of the equities, an application of rules, regulations and ordinances to facts, and a
resolution of specific issues."[62] In Gawith v. Gage's Plumbing & Heating Co.,[63] the Court
discussed the difference between a legislative function and a judicial function:

"There is a distinction between the types of decisions rendered by different administrative
agencies; and some such agencies perform judicial or quasi-judicial functions while others do
not. In determining whether an administrative agency performs legislative or judicial functions,
the courts rely on certain tests; one being whether the court could have been charged in the first
instance with the responsibility of making the decisions the administrative body must make, and
another being whether the function the administrative agency performs is one that courts
historically have been accustomed to perform and had performed prior to the creation of the
administrative body.

"A judicial inquiry investigates, declares and enforces liabilities as they stand on present or past
facts and under laws supposed already to exist, whereas legislation looks to the future and
changes existing conditions by making a new rule to be applied thereafter to all or some part of
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those subject to its power.

"In applying tests to distinguish legislative from judicial powers, courts have recognized that it is
the nature of the act performed, rather than the name of the officer or agency which performs it,
that determines its character as judicial or otherwise."[64]

One Kansas case concluded that a board of county commissioners acted as a quasi- judicial body,
and not a legislative body, when determining whether to grant a zoning change for one specific
tract of land.[65] Thus, it appears that the presence of due process rights or considerations may
be one good way to distinguish between functions that are legislative and quasi-judicial.
Nevertheless, even if a body is acting quasi-judicially, only its deliberations may be closed;
binding action must still be taken in an open meeting.[66]

V. What is a Meeting

Once it has been determined that a specific body is subject to the KOMA, the next issue is
usually whether or not that body is planning to have or (in the case of a potential violation) has
already had a "meeting." A meeting is defined as (1) a gathering, assembly, telephone call or any
other medium for interactive communication (2) by a majority of the membership of an agency
or public body (3) for the purpose of discussing the business or affairs of the public body or
agency.[67]

Prior to 1994, prearrangement was required to constitute a "meeting" and the statute did not
mention telephone calls. Nevertheless, the attorney general's office believed that telephone calls
could rise to the level of a meeting.[68] In State v. Seward Co.,[69] the Kansas Supreme Court
disagreed and held that phone calls between a majority of a quorum of county commissioners
discussing business was not subject to the KOMA because the calls were not prearranged and the
members were not in each other's physical presence. The Kansas Legislature reacted to this case
by deleting the requirement of prearrangement and adding to the definition any "telephone call or
any other means of interactive communication." The statute now makes it clear that a discussion
on public business, by whatever means, can trigger application of the KOMA. With this change,
discussions by members of a governing body need not be prearranged or even intended. Informal
discussions before, after, or during recesses of a formally called public meeting can be subject to
the Act.[70] The title of the gathering (e.g. "work session," "retreat," "informal meeting,"
"reception," etc.) is not relevant; the issue is whether the three elements of a meeting are
present.[71]

The Kansas Attorney General has opined that interactive serial communications that meet the
other two elements of the definition[72] can constitute a meeting. Such communications may
occur through calling trees, e-mail or an agent of the body.[73] While this conclusion may
trouble attorneys and their public official clients, it is really a common sense rule. It does not
prevent one-way communications that are not interactive or even sought. However, if the KOMA
is intended to allow the public to listen to discussions that constitute a "meeting" under the
KOMA, the rules concerning openness should not fall victim to technology or third party "go-
betweens." A face -to -face discussion is not the only way an interactive communication can take
place.[74] Thus, members of a body subject to the KOMA, who are aware that their comments
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will be shared with other members, should refrain from using some form of modern technology
or third parties to evade the requirements of the KOMA. In 2009 the Kansas Legislature in S.B.
135 made a technical amendment to the Kansas Open Meetings Act (KOMA). The bill
substituted the phrase "interactive communications" in a series for "meetings in a series" to
clarify that serial meetings, except for legislative meetings as provided by Section 22 of Article 2
of the Constitution of Kansas, are required to be open under KOMA.

The second element of a meeting subject to the KOMA is the involvement of a majority of a
quorum of the body.[75] The purpose behind this part of the definition of meeting is to prevent
the number of people necessary to pass a matter from secretly discussing and deciding the matter
in a closed manner. "Quorum" means a simple majority of the membership of a body; the
number greater than one-half of the total (unless otherwise provided by statute).[76] A
"majority" is the number greater than one-half of a quorum; it is the smallest number that can
take action on behalf of a body.[77] For example, a quorum of a seven-member body is four, and
a majority of that quorum is three; a quorum of a five-member body is three, and a majority of
that quorum is two.[78] Conventional wisdom is that a majority of a quorum can never be one. A
county commission may, using home rule powers, raise its quorum to a number greater than a
majority of its members.[79] Cities also have home rule authority to increase their quorum by
charter ordinance.[80] Bodies that are subject to the KOMA but that do not possess home rule
authority cannot alter common law rules determining a quorum and may not alter the rules of the
KOMA without specific statutory authority.[81] This element was modified by the Kansas
Legislature in 2008 to change of a “majority of a quorum” to a “majority”. Currently, a
majority of the of the membership of an agency or public body is now required to trigger
the KOMA requirements. A majority of the Pratt Community College Board of Trustees would
be four (4) of the Trustees.

The third and final element of the definition of a meeting under the KOMA is that the discussion
between a majority of a quorum of the body be "for the purpose of discussing the business or
affairs of the body." It is not necessary that a vote or binding action be taken. Discussion of
public business is what triggers application of the KOMA.[82] A meeting includes all gatherings
at all stages of the decision-making process.[83] Social gatherings are not necessarily subject to
the KOMA; if there is no discussion of the business of the body, one element of a meeting is
missing. Thus, members of a body subject to the KOMA who attend a conference where items of
general interest are discussed (such as a convention of the League of Municipalities) are not in
violation of the KOMA, as long as the specific business of a body is not discussed by a majority
of a quorum of and between the body's board.[84]

Any allegations that a body subject to its terms has violated the KOMA will necessarily first
require evidence that a meeting took place. This issue is often most problematic in the
"discussion at the local cafe scenarios. Despite the appearances to the contrary, the members of
the body may simply have been discussing grandchildren or the weather. Proving that an illegal
meeting took place can be difficult if all those participating in the discussion steadfastly deny
discussing any public business. Without a credible witness on what topics were discussed, it
becomes difficult to prove that a meeting took place.

The fact that the discussion was in fact about the public business may be inferred from
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subsequent action where no public discussion occurred, but proving a KOMA violation requires
more than mere suspicion of wrong doing.[85] Moreover, if the discussion in question was
conducted in a truly open manner, allowing the complaining witnesses to hear the discussion and
confirm that it concerned public business, there is the possibility that the defense will argue that
while a meeting may have taken place in an unusual or atypical place, the fact that the public was
not prevented from listening shows that it was in fact conducted openly. The effectiveness of this
defense can avoided be if there is a request for notice of all meetings that was not honored. Thus,
those who are concerned about a meeting simply "breaking out" in any given location can help
eliminate that possibility by requesting notice of all public meetings. This alone won't prevent
violations of the KOMA, but it may help deter illegal meetings and provide stronger grounds for
prosecution.

VI. Notice Under K.S.A. 75-4318

A common misconception about the KOMA is that it requires posting or publication of notice of
meetings. It does not.[86] The KOMA requires that actual notice be given, or attempted, directly
to those requesting it. Thus, while not prohibited and sometimes a very good idea, publication in
a local or legal newspaper, or posting in a common area does not meet the KOMA notice
requirements. Notice of meetings must first be requested before the public body is required to
provide it.[87] To establish a violation for failure to provide notice of a meeting there must have
been a prior request for notice. A pattern of providing notice as a courtesy does not create a duty
to provide it.

If requested, notice must be given to any person or organization requesting it and should contain
the date, time and place of the meeting. [88] Residence of the requestor is not relevant.[89] A
request for notice expires at the end of the fiscal year, at which time the request must be
renewed. However, before the duty to provide notice expires, the public body must notify the
requestor of expiration and give them an opportunity to renew their request.[90] It is the duty of
the presiding officer to provide notice, but that duty may be delegated.[91]

The KOMA does not dictate how notice should be requested or provided. Thus, oral requests for
notice are valid, but prosecution can be difficult because the issue of whether notice was
requested must be resolved by relying upon witnesses, who often tell contradictory versions.[92]
Those wishing to receive notice of meetings are well advised to make that request in writing,
keeping a copy of the request in their files. Likewise, notice to requesters should be given in
writing whenever possible.

No time limit is imposed for receipt of notice prior to a meeting.[93] Thus, notice must be given
within a "reasonable time," reasonableness depending entirely upon the circumstances.[94] For
example, if a meeting must be called at the last minute, for bona fide reasons (such as a bridge
washing out in a county), it may not be possible to provide notice by any means other than
attempting phone calls to those requesting notice. Public business need not come to a standstill
simply because all requesters could not be personally reached before the meeting. On the other
hand, if staff and members receive several days advance notice of an impending meeting, it may
not be reasonable to wait to provide requesters notice until the day of the meeting. Whether
notice is requested or given in a manner that is designed to provide adequate and actual notice is
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always a fact issue.

A single notice can suffice for regularly scheduled meetings, however the public body must
additionally notify requesters of any special meetings.[95] For example, a single notice would
suffice if the public body only meets at 6:00 p.m. every Monday night in the commission room
(address included), while additional notice would be required any time a meeting is to be held
that differs, i.e. is in a different place, at a different time or on a different day.[96] No fee for
notice may be charged.[97] Petitions for notice may be submitted by groups of people, but notice
need only be provided to one person on the list.

VII. Agendas and Minutes

Other common misconceptions involve agendas and minutes. The KOMA does not require that
an agenda be created. However, if a body chooses to create an agenda, that agenda should
include topics planned for discussion.[98] If a public body creates an agenda, it may be
amended.[99] This may mean that a gathering entitled "work session," where only a discussion
was on an agenda, can nevertheless result in a decision made on the spur of the moment.
However, intentionally omitting planned items from an agenda may constitute a violation of the
KOMA if the facts in this type of scenario amounts to a noncompliant act "undertaken as
subterfuge."[100] Thus, the best agenda related advice for purposes of complying with the
KOMA is to include on the agenda all items intended or planned for discussion, making written
amendments to include additional items up to the "last minute", which is usually the point at
which the agenda is to be finalized or copied and widely distributed.

If agendas exist, copies must be made available to those who request them. However, they do
does not have to be mailed out and can simply be provided by placing copies in a public
place.[101] Except for recording motions for executive session, the KOMA does not require that
minutes be kept.[102] However, statutes on specific matters, local bylaws, ordinances, or
policies may impose some record keeping requirements, and thus should also be consulted.

VIII. Open Meetings and Executive Sessions

A. Open Meetings - What does it mean?

K.S.A. 75-4318 requires that meetings be open to the public when a body is subject to the Act.
An open meeting is one where any person may attend.[103] The KOMA does not dictate the
location of the meeting, the size of the room, or other accommodation considerations.[104] The
key to determining whether a meeting is "open" is whether it is accessible to the general
public.[105] If a meeting is held at such an inconvenient location or in room so small as to make
it inaccessible for public attendance, a meeting might effectively be considered improperly
closed under the Act.[106] On the other hand, the KOMA does not require that a public body
change its usual meeting place in order to accommodate a crowd that is larger than usual. As
always, compliance with the KOMA is common sense related; the body should make reasonable
efforts to allow the general public to attend and listen to the discussions. What is reasonable will
depend upon the facts of each situation.
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Retreats and meetings held in private clubs are usually prohibited, especially if the location
makes it impossible for the public to attend without paying to get into an otherwise private
place.[107] Thus, while a lunch meeting may be fine, it probably won't pass KOMA muster if the
general public has to buy a lunch in order to listen to the continuing discussions. Meetings out of
state or in some place different than usual may be permitted under the KOMA if the majority of
the public can still attend and there is a bonafide public need to meet in an unusual location.[108]
However, merely wanting to "get away" does not provide sufficient grounds for holding a public
meeting in a location that is unusual or very difficult for the public to attend.

To the great disappointment of some of our more vocal citizens (and some attorneys who want to
speak publicly on behalf of their clients) the KOMA does not require that the public be allowed
to speak at a public meeting, nor does it allow the public to force an item onto an agenda.[109]
However, while the KOMA grants no right to speak, it may be wise for a public body to consult
local ordinances and policies, as well as consider political or due process rights, before placing
an absolute ban on public comments at an open meeting.

Conducting an open meeting means that secret ballots are not allowed.[110] The public must be
able to ascertain how each member voted.[111] It may also mean that the public should be able
to ascertain what has just been approved or rejected by the public body conducting a vote.[112]
Thus, while a paper ballot is allowed, the public must be given access to the ballots so that they
may determine how each member voted. Subject to reasonable rules, cameras and recording
devices must be allowed at open meetings.[113] Telephone conference calls are allowed if the
requirements of the act are met.[114]

B. Executive Sessions - K.S.A. 75-4319

Executive sessions occur when the public body discusses something "behind closed doors,"
outside of the hearing of the general public.[115] They are sometimes called "secret meetings"
by those opposed to a public body discussing something in this manner. However, executive
sessions are permitted for the purposes and topics specified by statute.[116] The decision to hold
an executive session is discretionary; the KOMA never requires an executive session, it merely
allows such discussions on the topics listed in the statute. There may be policies adopted by the
public body that require an executive session discussion in some situations. Moreover, some
public discussions could harm the public in general.[117] Thus, such factors should be
considered before deciding what type of discussion - open or in executive session - best serves
the public interest.

Discussion is all that can occur in an executive session; binding action may not be taken.[118]
However, reaching a consensus in executive session is permitted.[119] A "consensus," however,
may constitute binding action and violate the KOMA if a body fails to follow up with a formal
open vote on a decision that would normally require a vote.[120] What constitutes a consensus,
versus a binding decision, may be difficult to determine in situations involving a narrowing of
alternatives.[121] A Washington court found that city council members took "final action" with
respect to appointment of an individual to the city planning commission when members marked
ballots in closed executive session until consensus was reached on the best candidate, and no
formal motion was ever made or adopted.[122] Thus, public bodies may want to carefully
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consider how or when to proceed openly, if it is necessary to make a "final" or binding decision
after a consensus is first reached while in an executive session discussion.

Before going into an executive session, the public body must first convene an open
meeting.[123] K.S.A. 75-4319(a) requires a specific procedure, which must be followed in order
to go into executive session, and requires that the process be recorded in the minutes. There must
be a formal motion, seconded and carried, that contains a statement of (1) the justification for
closure, (2) the subject(s) to be discussed; and (3) the time and place where the open meeting
will resume.[124] The motion for going into executive session should contain both the subject
and a justification statement; the two are not the same thing.[125] The Kansas Court of Appeals
approved one motion to go into executive session that stated the executive session was "for
purposes of discussing personnel matters of non-elected personnel because if this matter were
discussed in open session it might invade the privacy of those discussed."[126] In approving this
statement, the Court noted: "It seems logical to us that the privacy rights of non-elected
personnel subject to discussion is sufficient justification for a closed session . . . "[127] While
there is some argument as to what constitutes the subject versus the justification, it appears that
the subject is one that is listed in K.S.A. 75-4319[128] and the justification is a general
explanation or policy statement concerning why an executive session is being held. It is not
necessary to reveal confidential information in a motion, nor is it required that the executive
session discussion be recorded or recreated in open session.[129]

C. Subjects that may be discussed in an executive session.

K.S.A. 75-4319(b) sets forth a list of fourteen topics that may be discussed in an executive
session.[130] The list now includes: (1) Personnel matters; (2) consultation with the body's
attorney; (3) employer-employee negotiation related matters;[131] (4) confidential data relating
to the trade secrets or financial affairs of a private business; (5) matters or actions that could
affect a student, patient, or resident of a public institution; (6) preliminary discussions relating to
the acquisition of real property;[132] (7) matters relating to pari-mutuel racing under K.S.A. 74-
8804; (8) matters relating to the child in need of care issues under K.S.A. 38-1507; (9) matters
relating to the Child Death Review Board under K.S.A. 22a-243; (10) matters relating to
Workers Compensation Advisory Council under K.S.A. 44-596; (11) matters relating to the
Medicaid drug program under K.S.A. 39- 7,119; (12) matters that a tribal gaming compact
requires be discussed in executive session; (13) matters relating to the security of a public body
or agency, public building or facility or the information system of a public body or agency, if the
discussion of such matters at an open meeting would jeopardize security of such; and (14)
legislative committees' discussion of matters relating to child care facility licensing, as permitted
by K.S.A. 65-525(f).

One of the most utilized exceptions to openness is the discussion of personnel matters of non-
elected personnel.[133] This exception allows discussion only of identified individuals, not
groups.[134] The purpose of this exception is to protect the privacy interests of individuals, and
thus, discussions of a general nature, such as the consolidation of departments or overall salary
structure are not proper under this exception. "Personnel" means employees of the public agency
and does not included independent contractors.[135] This exception may be used to discuss
applicants for employment. [136] The Kansas Attorney General has opined that the personnel
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exception does not allow executive session discussion about an individual appointed to serve on
a board or a committee.[137] This interpretation of K.S.A. 75-4319(b)(1) has been criticized,
challenged or questioned by entities such as the League of Kansas Municipalities. However,
other states have reached the same conclusion[138] and several attempts to amend the KOMA to
allow appointed individuals to be discussed in executive sessions have failed. The KOMA does
not give the employee being discussed a right to be present in the executive session or to force an
open session.[139]

K.S.A. 75-4319(b)(2) permits executive session discussions for the purpose of consulting with
the body's attorney. As this is essentially recognition of the attorney-client privilege,[140] all
elements of that privilege must exist: (1) The body's attorney must be present,[141] (2) the
communication must be privileged, and (3) no other third parties (non-clients) may be
present.[142] This exception to the KOMA cannot be used to discuss a letter received from the
body's attorney unless the attorney is present.[143] However, contrary to the advice given to
some public bodies by their perhaps rightfully paranoid staff or legal counsel, discussing
litigation is not the only privileged topic of discussion that can take place between a client and
attorney.

An executive session under K.S.A. 75-4319(b)(4) may be used to discuss the confidential data
relating to financial affairs or trade secrets of corporations, partnerships, trusts, and individual
proprietorships. The entities the affairs and trade secrets of which may be protected from public
scrutiny include a local economic development group.[144] However, not every entity will
qualify as a corporation, partnership, trust or individual proprietorship. In addition, the data
being discussed must be truly confidential in nature.[145] There is also some balancing between
the public's right to know and the government functions served by allowing the information to
remain closed.[146]

K.S.A. 75-4319(b)(5) allows executive session discussion about "matters relating to actions
adversely or favorably affecting a person as a student, patient or resident of a public
institution,[147] except that any such person shall have the right to a public hearing upon
request. In order to utilize this exception, the discussion must concern a particular person, and
not the general population, such as all students, inmates, or patients. Unlike the personnel
exception in K.S.A. 75-4319(b)(1), the person involved may, by request, prevent the discussion
from taking place in an executive session.

In addition to the subjects enumerated in K.S.A. 75-4319, other statutes may permit certain
matters to be privately discussed. For example, impaired provider laws allow some discussions
(and records) to be closed.[148] Certain laws close discussions by specific public bodies that are
reviewing specific issues.[149] Executive session discussions may only take place if a specific
law allows a closed discussion on the matter being discussed. Bodies subject to the KOMA
should always be careful to insure that a matter they wish to discuss privately clearly falls under
a specific provision of the law allowing the public to be excluded from the discussion in
question. It is not enough that the public body believes that it is a "good idea" to privately
discuss the matter.

D. Who may be present in an executive session?
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K.S.A. 75-4319 allows members of a public body to discuss certain listed topics outside the
hearing of the general public. Thus, only the members of a public body have the right to attend
an executive session.[150] Mere observers may not attend. Inclusion of general observers
suggests that the meeting should be open to all members of the public.[151] However, unless the
executive session is convened under the attorney-client privilege exception,[152] any person who
aids the body in its discussions may be discretionarily admitted.[153] The KOMA does not
require the presence of additional persons merely because an individual or another entity has a
special interest or connection with the public body conducting the executive session
discussion.[154]

One issue not addressed in the KOMA itself, but sometimes hotly debated in terms of public
meetings, is the "right" of an individual board or commission member to be present in executive
sessions. For example, there have been occasions when one or more members of a particular
public body released press statements about executive session discussions, and the aggrieved
other board members responded by convening future executive sessions excluding that person.
The question then becomes whether the excluded member has a right to be admitted into an
executive session. The KOMA does not speak to this issue. It provides the public body with
authority to privately discuss certain topics and obviously presumes the presence of any available
members of the public body. There are no reported cases or attorney general opinions that
discuss whether the KOMA provides a board member with any right to attend executive
sessions. Thus, it appears that any rights possessed by the aggrieved board member being
excluded from executive sessions, or other meetings for that matter, must be enforced using
authority other than the KOMA.

IX. Enforcement of KOMA

The methods used to enforce the KOMA are primarily designed to encourage and ensure
compliance, rather than to punish the guilty or disrupt the orderly flow of the public's
business.[155]

Any county or district attorney and the attorney general have concurrent jurisdiction to
investigate or bring an action.[156] It is currently the policy of the attorney general's office to
first refer an alleged violation to the county or district attorney, the local law enforcement officer
for the state. The decision to investigate or prosecute is discretionary on the part of the
prosecutor.

The county or district attorney and attorney general can issue investigative subpoenas and in
general conduct discovery prior to filing a lawsuit.[157] This authority was added by the 2000
Legislature, as an attempt to enhance the fact gathering power of public prosecutors.[158]
Private individuals may file an action to enforce the KOMA, but do not have such investigative
tools at their disposal, and thus may be required to first file suit in order to utilize standard civil
procedure discovery techniques.

If a KOMA action is filed, the burden of proof is on the plaintiff, who must prove a prima facie
case. The burden then shifts to the defendant to justify its actions.[159] The plaintiff may receive
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court costs if a violation is established, but the defendant may receive costs only if the action was
frivolous.[160] The KOMA does not require specific intent in order to prove a violation of the
law. A "knowing" violation occurs when there is purposeful commission of the prohibited
acts.[161] Venue is proper in the county where the action occurred.[162] Courts are to give
KOMA cases precedence.[163]

A. Penalties

K.S.A. 75-4320 sets forth the penalties that may be imposed if a court finds that the Act has been
violated. These are civil, not criminal, penalties.[164]

Fines, for up to $500 for each knowing violation of the KOMA may be assessed by a court, but
only if the attorney general or a county or district attorney brought the action. This provision
appears to intend that the $500 is per body member, and thus each individual member involved
in a KOMA violation can be fined in that amount, for each violation involving him or her
individually. However, courts historically have not awarded significant fines for violating the
KOMA.[165]

K.S.A. 75-4320 also permits a court to void any binding action taken at a meeting not in
"substantial compliance" with the KOMA. A county or district attorney or the attorney general
must bring that type of action.[166] Private individuals cannot use the KOMA to void an action
taken at an illegal meeting.[167] Any lawsuit to void action must be filed within 10 days of the
alleged violation and meeting.[168] Perhaps because of this time limit and the difficulty in
obtaining sufficient evidence that quickly, this kind of action is rarely filed.[169] If a prosecutor
believes there is sufficient evidence to bring an action to void a decision or vote, within this
narrow 10-day time frame, the public body is often also persuaded that they clearly violated the
KOMA. In such situations, the more reasonable and prudent public officials voluntarily rescind
the binding action, and hold a proper and open meeting to discuss the issue. In some instances
this will help avoid an embarrassing and costly lawsuit against them.

The KOMA permits any party, including private individuals, to seek injunction, mandamus, or a
declaratory judgment. This type of penalty is almost always part of any KOMA judgment, in that
the reviewing court makes some declaration as to whether there was a violation. As this is the
only kind of remedy available to private parties, it is perhaps not surprising that private citizens
rarely bring KOMA actions. However, one enterprising Reno County citizen brought two such
cases, one against the board of county commissioners and the other against the Hutchinson city
counsel.[170] This gave the Kansas Court of Appeals the opportunity to create what is now
known as the "technical violation" rule. Under this court created rule, the court will not void any
action and will overlook technical violations of the law if the spirit of the law has been met, there
has been a good-faith effort to comply, there was substantial compliance with the KOMA, no
one was prejudiced, and the public's right to know has not been effectively denied.[171] In those
situations where the public's right to know is not substantially harmed, and the public body does
not have a history of ignoring the KOMA requirements, it is less likely that a court would impose
penalties. Thus, even when a violation of the KOMA exists, a prosecutor who is trying to decide
whether to file suit will usually consider this test. The violation should be egregious enough to
overcome this technical violation "exception." When a prosecutor determines that a technical
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violation has occurred, it is not uncommon for them to decline prosecution, but issue a warning
letter to the violators, thus putting them on notice that they have now had their "one bite" of the
KOMA apple.[172] Another approach to penalizing a "technical violation" of the KOMA has
been to enter into a consent agreement with the offending body, wherein the facts and
conclusions are agreed to, and the public body agrees to receive additional education on the
KOMA rules and otherwise "do better" in the future.

There can be other consequences if there is an allegation or conviction under the KOMA.
Violation of the KOMA can provide grounds for ouster from office pursuant to K.S.A. 60-
1205.[173] A mere allegation of a KOMA violation has in the past been sufficient grounds for
recall effort.[174] However, even if there is a court decision finding the KOMA has been
violated, neither recalls nor ouster is automatic; each action must be separately pursued.[175] A
public prosecutor must bring ouster cases, and will only be persuaded to do so when there is
strong evidence of malfeasance or failure to meet minimum requirements of the office.[176]
Private citizens may pursue recall of an elected local official; however, the county or district
attorney must first review the recall petition to determine the sufficiency of the alleged grounds.
[177]

X. Conclusion

"A popular Government without popular information or the means of acquiring it, is but a
Prologue to a farce or a tragedy or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, and a
people who mean to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the power knowledge
gives."[178] The KOMA and its counterpart, the Kansas Open Records Act, ensure that citizens
have the right to see public documents and attend public meetings. The information gleaned from
such records and meetings allows the general public to take a more active role in their
government. With the passage of the KOMA and the KORA, the burden of proof shifted from
the individual to the government. Those seeking information are no longer required to show a
need for information. Instead, the `need to know' standard has been replaced by a `right to know'
doctrine. The government now has to justify the need for secrecy. The closure of public records
or meetings should be based upon the law and done to serve the public good, not upon an
official's or bureaucrat's wish to be left alone in order to more easily conduct public business.

The affairs of government are not intended to be conducted in an atmosphere of secrecy since at
all times the public is to be the beneficiary of any action taken at any level of government.
Government business is the business of the people. Whether conducting meetings on public
business, or deciding whether to provide the public with access to public documents, those
involved should keep these principles in mind. Doing so should make it easier to follow the
dictates and honor the spirit of the KOMA and the KORA.
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(the KPERS board of trustees may use executive sessions to receive and discuss criminal background
information concerning prospective KPERS board members); and K.S.A. 74-8804 (the Kansas Racing
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171. Stevens v. Board of Reno County Comm'rs, 10 Kan. App. 2d at 526.
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176. State ex rel Stovall v. Meneley, 271 Kan. 355, 22 P.3d 124 (2001) (sheriff found to have knowingly
and willfully concealed evidence of deputy's theft of drug evidence from the sheriff's office); State ex rel
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