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Board Meetings

Meetings are conducted under the rules set forth in the by-laws. In order for all trustees to be properly prepared for the meeting, a packet should be mailed to them no less than one week before the meeting date. The packet should include the meeting agenda, minutes of the previous meeting, financial reports, the library director's report, and any other documents that pertain to the business of the meeting. All trustees are expected to come prepared to participate fully in meeting discussions and actions and to be familiar with the activities of the committees to which they are assigned. Using the talents and skills of every board member creates a more cooperative, congenial, and productive board. 

Regular attendance at board meetings is essential, and the board chair should be notified in advance if attendance is not possible. A trustee who misses meetings frequently may not completely understand the issues at hand and valuable meeting time can be lost bringing that trustee back up to speed. An uninformed trustee also cannot make the best possible decision when it comes time to vote. Education Law 226 declares that "If any trustee shall fail to attend three consecutive meetings without excuse accepted as satisfactory by the trustees, he shall be deemed to have resigned…" It is a good idea to include this provision in the attendance provisions of the by-laws. 

Far too often boards tolerate frequent absences by a board member to the detriment of the Board and the library. A trustee who has difficulty in complying should be gently persuaded that there might be better opportunities to help the library than board service.

In order to be most effective, boards should concentrate their time and energies on those few and limited issues that will have a major impact on the library's future. If an activity can be done by individual trustees at home (such as reading the minutes), it shouldn't be done at a board meeting.

Richard Chait of the Harvard School of Education, an authority on nonprofit boards, states the key concepts this way:

· Focus the board's attention only on issues that really matter;

· Use the board's time and structure to pursue those issues;

· Be certain that the board has the information it needs at the right time;

· Ensure that the board works as an effective corporate unit.

Board meetings generally should not last more than two hours. Meet smarter, not longer. If meetings consistently last longer, issues can be referred to committees or the director for further study or tabled for action at subsequent board meetings. Establish an ending time for the meeting and stick to it.

Every board meeting should have an agenda distributed in advance, along with copies of the previous meeting’s minutes, financial reports, the schedule of bills to be paid, proposed personnel actions and the director’s report.  Background information on the issues before the board should be distributed as well.

Managing an effective meeting is the duty of the Board President.  Beginning on time and keeping the discussion focused on the topic at hand are key to quality meetings.  Though local practice may vary from   library to library there are several critical issues that apply to all public libraries in our state.

Open Meetings

All public libraries in New York, including association libraries, are subject to the Open Meetings Law. This law requires that board meetings must be properly posted and advertised and open to the public. In addition, working sessions of the board (even if they are not formal meetings) must be advertised and open if a quorum of the board is expected to attend. Notice of all board meetings must be sent to the news media and posted in a public place such as the library. Executive sessions, meetings from which the public and the news media may be excluded, may be convened during an open meeting for a limited number of specific purposes:

· Matters which will imperil the public safety if disclosed;

· Any matter which may disclose the identity of a law enforcement agency or informer;

· Information relating to current or future investigation or prosecution of a criminal offense which would imperil effective law enforcement if disclosed;

· Discussions regarding proposed, pending or current litigation;

· Collective [bargaining] negotiations pursuant to Article 14 of the Civil Service Law (the Taylor Law);

· The medical, financial, credit or employment history of a particular person or corporation, or matters leading to the appointment, employment, promotion, demotion, discipline, suspension, dismissal or removal of a particular person or corporation;

· The preparation, grading or administration of examinations;

· The proposed acquisition, sale or lease of real property or the proposed acquisition of securities, or sale or exchange of securities held by such public body, but only when publicity would substantially affect the value thereof.

Obviously several of these conditions do not ordinarily affect libraries. The complete list is included here to emphasize the narrow, limited nature of conditions that justify a closed session of the board under the law. 

An executive session is convened only as part of a public board meeting. The board must vote to enter executive session and state the general nature of the session for its minutes. The board may take formal action and vote on any matter in executive session except the appropriation of public monies. 

For further information on the Open Meetings Law and the Opinions of the Committee on Open Government: www.dos.state.ny.us/coog/coogwww.html
Minutes

Minutes of all board meetings are required by the Open Meetings Law. They should be kept in a secure but accessible place and must be shown to the public upon request. Minutes of a regular session of the board must consist of "a record or summary of all motions, proposals, resolutions, and any other matter formally voted upon and the vote thereon." Although it is not required, most minutes also include a summary of discussions relating to the issues at hand.

Minutes of executive sessions are required only if the board took formal action in the executive session. If no vote or other action is taken, no minutes are required. Otherwise, the minutes of an executive session must provide "a record or summary of the final determination" or action the board took in the session.

Minutes, financial statements, and other official records should be stored in the library, in a secure but known and accessible location.  Minutes must be available for public inspection within two weeks of the meeting.

Quorum

The library By-Laws must establish what determines a quorum, or the minimum number of trustees required in attendance necessary to conduct business.  Board members must be present to vote.  Teleconferencing does not meet the requirements of the Open Meetings Law.  (Videoconferencing is permitted, but the videoconferencing sites must be open to the public and cited in the notice of the meeting.)

No matter what makes a quorum, it is important to note that, under New York State Law, no action can be approved without a “majority of the whole”.  In other words, should your Board consist of seven members, an affirmative vote of four is always required for a motion to pass, regardless of the number of trustees in attendance.  Tie votes defeat the motion.  

Fiduciary Responsibility

Among the responsibilities given to trustees is the oversight of the library’s finances.  All expenses must be approved by the Board at a legally held meeting.  (Please note that some recurring expenses, such as salaries and utility bills, may be approved for payment prior to a Board meeting but must be formally approved at the next meeting.)  The Board should receive, review and understand up-to-date reports on the financial status of the organization in relation to the adopted budget.  This is not to imply that the Board must micromanage every expense.  It is their responsibility to assure that proper checks and balances are in place so that the library can operate efficiently, yet with appropriate due diligence on the part of the board. 

Personnel
According to Education Law Section 226 all personnel actions must be approved by the Board of Trustees at a legally held meeting.  This does not imply that the Board selects staff other than the director.  It does mean that the Board creates all positions, establishes salaries and formally appoints the staff upon the recommendation of the director.
Public Expression

Board meetings are for the conduct of library business.  They are not public hearings about library affairs.  The Open Meetings Law makes no provision for public participation, though it is wise to set aside a period for public expression in the agenda.  In the interests of time and the effective conduct of business, boards are advised to adopt a policy regarding participation by the public in their meetings.  Individual public comment may be limited but such rules must be consistent.  All members of the public attending a board meeting, regardless of residency, may speak.
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