Public Meeting Participation Policy: Hartford, Maine

Purpose and Scope
The purpose of this Public Meeting Participation Policy is to ensure that meetings are conducted in an organized, efficient, and respectful manner, allowing for the meaningful engagement of all participants. The policy establishes clear guidelines for participation, including meeting process, board procedures, public comment, and the appropriate conduct of participants including elected and appointed officials during public meetings. It applies to all individuals attending in-person and virtually, ensuring that all voices are heard while maintaining a productive and respectful environment.
This policy governs all public meetings conducted by the Board or any governing body of the organization. It covers public comment sessions, board discussions, and any interactions between board members, staff, and the public.
Meeting Process
1. Call to Order: The meeting will begin promptly at the scheduled time. The Chair will call the meeting to order and outline the meeting agenda.

2. Agenda Items: The agenda will be provided prior to the meeting, and the Chair will proceed through each item in the order listed. Public comment will be invited for each agenda item as appropriate.

3. Board and Staff Participation: Board members and staff will have an opportunity to present on agenda items, ask questions, and respond to inquiries from the public. Discussion among board members will be conducted in an orderly fashion with the Chair overseeing the process.

4. Public Participation: The Chair will designate specific times during the meeting when public comment is permitted. All public comments must be related to the agenda items being discussed at the time.

Board Process
1. Chair's Role: The Chair is responsible for maintaining order during the meeting, ensuring adherence to the agenda, and ensuring that all participants—whether board members or the public—are given a fair opportunity to speak and contribute to the discussion.

6. Board Discussion: Board members will engage in discussion in a respectful manner and may seek clarification from staff or experts as necessary. The Chair will maintain control of the discussion to avoid disruptions and to ensure all items are covered within the meeting time constraints.

7. Decision-Making: After public comment, board members will deliberate and make decisions as appropriate based on the information presented. Voting will take place according to the established procedures.




Public Comment
1. Process for Comment:

· Public comment will be allowed during designated times for each agenda item.
· Speakers must raise their hand to be recognized by the Chair before providing comments.
· Once acknowledged, the speaker must state their name for the record, and may begin their comments.
2. Time Limits: Each speaker will be allowed up to three (3) minutes to present their comments. The Chair may enforce time limits to ensure that all speakers have the opportunity to be heard.

3. Relevance: All comments must pertain to the agenda item being discussed at the time of the comment. Comments on topics not on the agenda will not be addressed during the meeting.

4. No Repetitive Comments: To ensure that all voices are heard, repetitive or redundant comments will not be addressed. Speakers are encouraged to avoid reiterating points already made by others.

5. Respectful Conduct: All comments must be made in a civil and respectful manner. Personal attacks, disrespectful language, or any form of inappropriate dialogue—including embarrassing, offensive, or attacking behavior—will not be tolerated.

6. Acknowledgment of Public Comment: The Chair will acknowledge each comment and ensure that the speaker's points are understood. Board members may respond or ask clarifying questions, as appropriate, after public comment has been received.

7. Disruptions: Any disruptions, including but not limited to shouting, verbal attacks, or other disorderly conduct, will not be tolerated. The Chair may instruct the disruptive individual(s) leave the meeting.

Protocol for Grounds of Removal from the Meeting
The following actions are grounds for immediate removal from the meeting:
1. Disruptive Behavior:  Any behavior that disrupts the meeting, including loud outbursts, failure to adhere to the rules, or other actions deemed to be disorderly or unreasonable that interfere with the orderly conduct of the meeting, will result in removal.  

9. Failure to Follow Meeting Procedures: Ignoring the rules of participation, such as speaking without being recognized, making inappropriate comments, or engaging in irrelevant or repetitive discourse, will result in expulsion from the meeting.

10. Inappropriate Dialogue: Attacks on individuals, offensive language, or any attempt to embarrass or belittle others, whether board members, staff, or the public, will result in immediate removal from the meeting.

11. Removal Procedure: The Chair will issue a warning to any individual engaging in disruptive behavior, outlining the specific action that is not acceptable. If the disruptive behavior continues after the warning, the Chair may call for the individual to be removed from the meeting. The individual may be escorted from the meeting room or, in the case of virtual meetings, removed from the online platform. The Constable may be asked to assist in the removal of individuals from meetings.

12. Trespassing and Online Attendance Restrictions:  Individuals who are removed from an in-person meeting may be prohibited from attending future meetings by means of a trespass order.  In some cases, an individual may also face restrictions on their ability to attend online meetings.  Repeated violations of the rules may lead to permanent exclusion from in-person meetings or limited access to virtual meetings as allowed by law.

1. Enforcement and Final Authority
The Chair has the final authority to enforce this policy and maintain order during the meeting. In extreme cases, law enforcement may be called to remove individuals who refuse to comply with the rules or are involved in illegal activities during the meeting.
The Board may periodically review this policy and make adjustments as necessary to ensure effective and respectful public participation in meetings.

This Public Meeting Participation Policy ensures that all individuals can participate in meetings fairly, while maintaining a respectful, orderly, and productive environment. It is essential that everyone adhere to these guidelines to facilitate meaningful dialogue and decision-making.
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