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DA: Cotton Valley violated state's open meeting law

By Vickie Welborn • vwelborn@gannett.com • September 7, 2009 

COTTON VALLEY — The town of Cotton Valley's Aug. 11 meeting was conducted in violation of the state's open meeting law, District Attorney Schuyler Marvin said in a letter to the mayor and Board of Aldermen.

"I therefore consider all actions taken by town aldermen at the Aug. 11, 2009, meeting to be null and without effect," he wrote. "I also advise that the town should properly and timely post an agenda and vote on those items so posted."

The Times filed a complaint Aug. 13, alleging town leaders violated the law by changing the posted agenda less than 24 hours before the meeting. State law requires the 24-hour notice so the public has adequate time to review items that will be discussed.

Town Clerk Kathy Vines posted the agenda Aug. 10, but at 7:30 a.m. Aug. 11 changed it, adding an item at an alderwoman's request. Alderwoman Charlene Lewis takes responsibility for making the request of Vines.

Lewis said Vines brought the agenda to her home to review and she noticed that an item was omitted. Lewis considered it a typographical error and asked Vines to add it.

"I take full credit and blame," Lewis told The Times after learning about Marvin's letter.

During the meeting, aldermen also voted on at least two items that came up for discussion under the heading of "old business" that were not listed nor were they added to the agenda. State law allows amendments to an agenda, as long as they are not done to circumvent the law, but spells out that adding an item for discussion requires a unanimous vote and the opportunity for public comment before it can be added.

"I was not aware of what was wrong. ... I wasn't aware that it hadn't been posted," Mayor Comerdis Phillips said of the swapped agenda when asked whether she had received Marvin's letter that was hand-delivered to Town Hall.
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