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Importance of Communication

The relationship between a citizen board and a community, various public
agencies, and the local legislative body is critical to the board’s success in
gaining local confidence.  The board must address and resolve difficult issues,
often issues that are troubling the local community, and emotions can run
high.  A key element in establishing a strong relationship between a board
and the community is the ability to make informed decisions that are
consistently in the best interests of the entire community.  In order for to
make informed decisions, the board must

 clearly identify the issues
 gather input on the issues in a fair, orderly and predictable fashion
 encourage input from all sides of an issue;  and,
 base the decision upon adopted policy and the facts presented in an

open public setting

In carrying out these responsibilities, the board must convey to the public
its impartiality, its fairness, and the process by which decisions and
recommendations are made.  The plan commission also must communicate
to the legislative body (city or town council or county commissioners) the
reasons for its recommendations.  If citizen boards fulfill their responsibilities
as they should, they will sometimes make decisions that are unpopular
with the audience at a public meeting.  Members need to ensure that those
audience members understand the board’s role, the relevant issues, and
the basis for its action.

These communications take several forms, including public forums, public
hearings, written and oral reports, and letters or memoranda.  Some boards
also use radio and television as communication media.  There are skills
involved in each of these types of communications.  The primary focus of
this module is the conduct of meetings, as these are the most common form
of communication for citizen boards.

What we have here is a
failure to communicate.

–Paul Newman
  Cool Hand Luke

I think we’re on the road to
coming up with answers
that I don’t think any of us
in total feel we have the
answers to.

–Kim Anderson
  Mayor of Naples, FL

1 The term “board” is used here  to refer to any citizen board or commission, such
as a plan commission or a board of zoning appeals, unless otherwise noted.
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Types of Meetings

A board, in its normal course of operation, may find the need to conduct a
variety of types of meetings, including public meetings, public hearings,
public forums, work sessions and executive sessions.  Each type of meeting
is discussed in this section, with explanations of the uses for each type and
primary differences among them.

Public Meetings
Although the terms often are used interchangeably, there is a difference
between a public “meeting” and a public “hearing.”  The Indiana open door
law uses the term “meeting,” to apply to all gatherings of the board, whether
these are for the purpose of soliciting public comment or not.  All meetings
are open to the public, but the public need not be invited to speak unless
there is a scheduled public hearing.

Plan commissions may hold two types of public meetings:  regular and
special.   Regular meetings of the plan commission and board of zoning
appeals usually are scheduled at least monthly.  Sometimes the volume of
planning and zoning activity in a community requires more frequent
meetings.  The board must maintain a permanent record of these meetings.
Normally a secretary takes minutes at these meetings, and the minutes
are approved by the board at the next meeting.

Occasionally a plan commission may determine that the public would be
better served by discussing a particular issue at a special meeting.  A time-
sensitive issue that needs to be decided before the next regular meeting and
a controversial issue that will involve lengthy discussion are examples of
issues that might warrant a special meeting.  These special meetings may
be scheduled by the plan commission at a regular meeting, or they may be
called by the president or any two members of the commission.  If these
special meetings are properly called and noticed, the commission may take
official action at them.

Public Hearings
The Indiana planning and zoning enabling act requires formal public
“hearings” on certain matters.  The board holds public hearings for the
purpose of taking public comment on matters presented for official action.
Public hearings are subject to legal notice requirements under Indiana law.

These hearings provide the opportunities for citizens to participate in the
decision-making process by officially voicing their opinions and providing
information to the board.  A shorthand, stenographic, or electronic record
may be made of public hearings.  If these types of records are made, they
must be retained under the public records law.  When the law requires a
public hearing, the board cannot take official action until after the hearing.
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Exercise: Review the
agendas for the past three
meetings of your board.  Is
it clear which items require
public hearings?  If not, how
could the agenda be
changed?
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As shown on the table below, the law requires public hearings for certain
matters that come before a plan commission or board of zoning appeals.

Public Forums
Public forums are held to gather information and encourage the exchange
of ideas.  Public forums tend to be informal, and often no permanent record
is retained, although staff or board members present should take notes on
the major issues discussed.  No official action may be taken at a public
forum.  A public form does not require the attendance of board members;
however, in order to be fully informed about community issues, as many
members as possible should attempt to be present.  If there is a chance that
enough board members will attend a public forum to constitute a quorum,
it is advisable to give media notice of the public forum.

If the board has a staff, a public forum may be planned and run by the staff
rather than by members of the board.  The following are examples of
information-gathering public forums:

 establishing community goals and objectives for a comprehensive
plan

  gathering input to determine if ordinance should be revised
 soliciting input on proposed zoning ordinances.

Work Sessions
A board or a board committee may find it beneficial to hold work sessions to
complete specific projects.  The regular meeting agendas often are devoted
to matters needing immediate action, and complex projects with no
immediate deadline can be difficult or impossible to complete at these
meetings.  In addition, some topics may require special expertise not available
on the board  Examples of work session topics include

Plan Commission Board of Zoning Appeals

Adoption of Comprehensive Plan or 
plan element Development standards variance

Amendment of Comprehensive Plan 
or plan element Use variance

Adoption of zoning ordinance Conditional use

Amendment of zoning ordinance text Special exception

Amendment of zoning map (rezoning) Contingent use

Subdivision of land Administrative appeal

Exercise: Did your board
hold any public forums
during the past year? If so,
were they effective?  Were
the topics appropriate for
this type of meeting?  If not,
are there issues which
should have been the
subject of forums?
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 developing a new sign code
 reviewing or drafting a thoroughfare plan
 drafting new drainage regulations

A series of work sessions involving plan commissioners and/or other
committee members can be useful.

As with public forums, it is not necessary for the group to maintain official
minutes of these meetings, although the members may find it beneficial to
do so.  These sessions are subject to the open meeting law, so the media
must be notified, and the public must be allowed to attend and observe, but
those not on the committee need not be invited to speak at these meetings.

Executive Sessions
Executive session for public agencies such as plan commissions and board
of zoning appeals are defined in Indiana law and permitted only for  limited
purposes.  The most common reasons for executive sessions are as follows:

 discussing strategy with respect to the initiation of litigation or
litigation that is pending or threatened
 receiving information about and interviewing prospective employees
 receiving information about an employee’s alleged misconduct and

discussing the employee’s status or
 discussing a job performance evaluation of an individual employee.

Conducting Public Meetings

The manner in which boards conduct public meetings and hearings speaks
volumes to the community about the openness and fairness of the process
and of the board’s willingness to receive and consider information before
making a determination or recommendation.  Public hearings should be
orderly and fair and allow for a thorough discussion of the issue at hand.

Board members should be aware that all their deliberations, except executive
sessions (previously discussed), are a matter of public record.  In the interests
of a fair hearing, members should not discuss a case with any interested
party outside of the public hearing.  For boards of zoning appeals, Indiana
law prohibits these outside communications; for plan commissions, it is
good practice to follow the same rule.

All decisions must be based upon the record created by the various parties
participating in the public hearing.  If board members hold outside
discussions, they may glean information not available to other members
and may even base their votes on information not on the record.  These ex
parte communications are contrary to the concept of due process, and they
deny the affected parties a fair hearing.  If commission members do receive

IC 5-14-1.5

Exercise: Review your
board's rules of procedure.
What are the provisions for
ex parte communication?
Do the rules (and your
practice) comply with the
law and promote fair
hearings?
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information outside of the meeting, they should disclose this information at
the beginning of the hearing.  The suggestions contained in this section
will assist board members in conducting open, orderly, fair and thorough
public hearings and effective public meetings.

Tips for Effective Public Meetings
The following tips are based upon a list originally published in the League
of California Cities Pocket Guide and reprinted in Planning/Northwest
and in Scanning Planning.

1.  The meeting should be conducted in a professional manner,
demonstrating that the board members take their jobs seriously.

2.  Individual board members should be well prepared.  This
preparation includes viewing sites on the agenda and reviewing
materials provided by staff in the form of staff reports or related
materials.

3.  Applicants and the public should be treated fairly.

4.  Applicants and the public should understand the decision-making
procedures and that the staff role is to provide appropriate support
and information to the board.

5.  Copies of the meeting agenda should be available at the door.  The
audience should be kept informed as to which items are being heard
and, where practical, the approximate time scheduled for the items
on the agenda.

6.  The chair should introduce the board and staff members present,
since those in the audience may not know the participants nor their
respective roles and responsibilities.

7.  The chair should inform the public about the meeting process,
appeal procedures, and any changes to the agenda such as requests
for continuances or withdrawn applications.

8.  The chair should keep the meeting moving by keeping board
members, applicants, the public and the staff to the subject at hand.

9.  The board should use the staff as a resource.

10. To expedite routine matters (i.e., approval of minutes and regular
business items) the board may use a “consent agenda” in which all
items or a selected group of items may be decided in one motion.

11. Each meeting agenda should provide an opportunity for
miscellaneous matters such as letters from citizens, inquiries from
board members about special projects, and discussion of board
activities.  Reports may be presented by the chair or staff at the
appropriate time in the agenda.

Exercise: Evaluate the
conduct of your board
meetings.  Are they orderly?
Do they produce the
information you need to
make an informed decision?
Do applicants and audience
members leave feeling that
they were treated fairly
and that their ideas and
opinions were considered?
What steps could be taken
to improve the meetings?
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Orderly Conduct

Every citizen is entitled to voice an opinion to the board with respect to a
matter scheduled for public hearing.  Orderly conduct is essential to allowing
all persons a reasonable opportunity to present their opinions.  Disorderly
conduct, such as shouting out or otherwise interfering with the proceedings,
is an infringement on the right of the person speaking at the time.  The
board is well within its rights to require each person to wait for a turn to
speak.  The chair should formally open and close a public hearing.  The
public should not be invited nor allowed to speak at any time other than
during the hearing.

A board may, by rule, establish procedures to govern the orderly conduct
of a public hearing.  Typically these rules
 require each speaker to provide his/her name and address for the

record;
 require only one person speak at a time;
 require all testimony to be provided under oath (especially for boards

of zoning appeals);
 establish a time limit, either per individual or for each side of an

issue;
 establish the order in which testimony will be provided, including

initial testimony, rebuttal, and staff comments;
 provide that the chair may limit repetitious or irrelevant testimony;
 provide that the chair may determine discourteous, disorderly or

contemptuous conduct to be a breach of the privileges extended by
the board and allow the chair to deal with such individual as is
deemed fair and proper, including removal from the public hearing.

It is important that board and staff members conduct themselves
professionally and not make statements or ask questions that could put the
board in legal jeopardy.  The transcript of a hearing can be used against, as
well as for, the board. The chair should maintain a professional atmosphere
for the meeting.  Board and staff members should not address each other,
applicants, audience members, or others by their first names, nor should
they engage in extraneous conversation.  If the board members address the
applicant on a first-name basis or give the impression of personal
relationships, the audience members can be led to believe that the hearing
is not fair and impartial.

Don't talk to me while I'm
interrupting.
– Michael Curtiz



Indiana Citizen Planner’s Guide: Part 4 ~ Communications             Page 7

Legal Requirements for Meetings

This section contains information on the Indiana open door law, making a
public record, and notice requirements for public hearings.  These issues
must be properly addressed for any official action of the board to be
deemed legal.

Open Door Law
The Indiana open door law states that “it is the intent of this chapter that
the official action of public agencies be conducted and taken openly, unless
otherwise expressly provided by statute, in order that the people may be
fully informed.”  This law requires all meetings to be “open at all times for
the purpose of permitting members of the public to observe and record them.”
It also requires that a copy of the agenda be posted at the entrance to the
meeting and that minutes be kept indicating

 the date, time and place of the meeting;
 members present and absent;
 general substance of all matters proposed, discussed or decided;

and,
 a record of all votes taken.

Minutes must be made available to the public for inspection and copying.

Any gathering of a quorum of the board can be considered a meeting under
the open door law, and the media must be notified at least 48 hours in
advance that the meeting is to take place.  Special plan commission meetings
require notice to the commission members at least three days before the
meeting and to the media at least 48 hours in advance.  If there are matters
to be discussed that require formal public hearings, the hearings must be
advertised and notice given to interested parties as required by Indiana
law.  The commission must notify the media of executive sessions and must
state the purpose of the meeting.

Board members should be familiar with the following terms defined in the
open door law:

Public Agency ~ Any advisory commission, committee, or body
created by statute, ordinance, or executive order to advise a
governing body of a public agency.
Official Action  ~ means to

(1) Receive information;
(2) Deliberate;
(3) Make recommendations;
(4) Establish policy;
(5) Make decisions; or
(6) Take final action.

Deliberate ~ a discussion which may reasonably be expected to
result in an official action under (3), (4), (5), or (6) above.

IC. 36-7-4-307

IC. 5-14-3
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Boards and board committees must comply with the Indiana open door law
for all meetings, even if there is to be no official action taken. This compliance
assures the community that the planning process is open to all citizens of
the community and encourages their participation.  Citizen participation is
the most critical step in educating the general public about planning issues
and establishing a link between the board and the public.

Making a Public Record
At any public hearing in which an official action is likely to occur, it is
vitally important to the board that an accurate record be made of the
proceedings.  The minutes should need not and should not contain a
verbatim transcript of the hearing.  Rather, minutes should provide a
recitation of the relevant issues discussed and the actions taken.  The
minutes or proceedings of executive sessions are not open records available
for public review.

Many boards also keep a shorthand, stenographic or electronic record of the
hearings.  This type of public record can be critical to defending the actions
of a board should a legal challenge be raised against any official action.  It
should be noted that if the record is made, the open records law requires
that it be retained permanently, unless destruction of the record is authorized
by the county's commission of public records.

Notice of Public Hearings
Notice of public hearings are typically provided in
some combination of the following five forms:

 published notice;
 posting an agenda;
 individual notice;
 posted notice; and
 posting on the Internet.

The Indiana planning and zoning enabling act requires that legal notice be
given of all public hearings on the comprehensive plan, new zoning
ordinances, amendments to zoning ordinances, and amendments to zone
maps.  These notices must comply with the requirements of state law.
Published notice is required to be placed in a newspaper of general circulation
at least one time, at least ten days prior to a public hearing.

Local radio stations often announce upcoming meetings.  Many communities
now also post meeting dates, agendas, staff reports, and other relevant
documents on the Internet.

Indiana law also provides for "due notice to interested parties at least ten
(10) days before the date set for the hearing.  The commission shall by rule
determine who are interested parties, how notice is to be given to them, and
who is required to give that notice."  Due notice as required by this section
of the Indiana Code typically takes two forms:

I stand by all the
misstatements.
– Dan Quayle

IC 5-3-1
IC 36-7-4

IC 36-7-4-604 (c)

Exercise: Review your rules
of procedure.  Do they
define "interested  parties"?
Do they state how notice is
to be given?
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individual notice mailed to affected property owners;  and,
posted notice placed on the subject property.

Individual notice is notice provided to "interested parties."  The plan
commission may, by rule, establish a notice requirement for the provision
of notice to interested parties on a comprehensive plan, zoning ordinance,
subdivision, or petition for zone map change.  In that the "interested parties"
in each of these situations may be substantially different, the plan
commission may establish notice requirements for each type of hearing.
For example, the plan commission may determine, by rule, that published
notice shall be sufficient for public hearings on a comprehensive plan or
zoning ordinance, because the entire community is affected by such an
action and published notice is the only reasonable method of communicating
with the community as a whole.  While not required by law, many
communities place display advertisements in the newspaper, in addition to
the legal notice.  Few people read the fine print of the legal notices, and the
public is much more likely to see a display advertisement.

In the case of a petition for zone map change, subdivision plat or other form
of zoning petition, the plan commission may determine that individual notice
should take the form of a written notice provided to property owners adjoining
real estate which is the subject of the hearing.  The plan commission may,
by rule, determine to what distance or how may ownerships surrounding a
subject property the individual notice is to be provided.

"Posted notice" refers to the posting of a notice card, placard or sign on real
estate which is the subject of a petition for zone map change, subdivision
plat petition or other form of zoning approval to inform neighbors that a
zoning action is pending before the plan commission.  Many communities
find this method highly effective; others object to the public contribution to
sign clutter.

Establishing local rules for providing notice can make it easier for the local
community to find out about issues pending before the board  and allow
citizens adequate time to inform themselves about the issues and organize
their presentation to the board.

Types of Communications

A board from time to time, will have the need to provide clear internal
communications between and among members, external communications
with the legislative body and various other governmental agencies, and,
most important, communications with the general public in the form of
community education.  These forms of communication are discussed in
this section along with suggestions to make such communications as effective
as possible.

9
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Internal Communications
For a board to communicate effectively with the community, public agencies
and the legislative body, it must first be able to communicate effectively
internally in its deliberation on issues.  One of the most important elements
in assuring good communication among board members is a strong chair.

The chair must understand the board's rules of procedure and be responsible
for the fair and equitable application of those rules. It is important to allow
for each board member, and members of the general public, to express their
opinions.  The chair is in a unique position to encourage productive discussion
of the issues while maintaining order.  The chair must be organized and
must keep the discussions focused on the issues over which the board has
jurisdiction.

External Communications
External communication between the board and various agencies is
important to the success of planning efforts in a community.  The actions of
one agency may impact the operations of other agencies.  For example, if a
plan commission approves a major development without considering whether
the school system, road system, sewer system, drinking water system or
drainage systems are adequate, many other agencies may be substantially
affected.  To address these issues, the plan commission should establish
liaisons with the agencies that deal with those topics and solicit comments.

Plan commissions in Indiana have an advisory role on most planning and
zoning issues; they make recommendations to the local legislative bodies.
In some communities, members of the legislative bodies also serve as
members of the plan commission.  In that the plan commission acts as the
primary advisor to the legislative body though its power to make
recommendations after conducting public hearings, it is essential for the
plan commission to establish a good working relationship with the legislative
body.  A good working relationship can be obtained through several methods,
including the following:

 providing written reports on pending issues,
 conducting joint work sessions or hearings on various issues of

importance to the community, and
 attending meetings of the other body.

Citizen groups or neighborhood organizations can provide an efficient method
of communication between boards and area citizens.  Citizen groups may
be issue-oriented, considering a topic such as sign regulations or home-
based businesses, while neighborhood organizations tend to focus on issues
that affect a specific geographic area, such as a drainage problem.  In both
instances, the board's recognition of such groups or utilization of such groups
on advisory panels, when they are legitimate representatives of the group
or area, can help the board understand issues more thoroughly than would
otherwise be possible.  Public hearings or meetings do not always afford the
opportunity for obtaining complete and accurate information.

The communication and
exchange of ideas on
administrative policy
matters is encouraged and
maintained to optimize the
use, mix and cost and
administrative inputs in
program results.
– Treasury Board of
Canada

10
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Community Education
A well-educated and well-informed public can be a strong supporter of the
efforts of a board, especially in controversial matters.  Such education and
information can be made available to the public only if the board remembers
that the public includes all elements of the community (i.e., merchants,
business leaders, developers and residents).  The needs of all sectors of the
community must be balanced for a community have a healthy growth
pattern and strong economic base.  The board, through its use of public
forums and its ability to establish citizen advisory groups with a balanced
representation from the various sectors of the community, can work through
controversial issues and develop an action plan that is endorsed by
representatives of all sectors of the community.

Written materials should be prepared with the audience in mind.  Reports
and brochures should use clear, commonly understood language; they should
not be filled with planning jargon.  Board and staff members also should
use other forms of communication when possible, particularly visual
materials such as maps, slides and videos.  For many people, a picture
really is worth a thousand words.  As Internet use continues to grow,
communities should consider developing their own web sites and community
calendars.
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Exercise: Choose a planning
issue and develop a
program for informing the
community about the issue.
What is the most effective
way to get public input?
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