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Town of Mendon Policy
Remote Participation (Teleconferencing) for Public Bodies

1. Purpose and Authority
The Town of Mendon adopts this policy to establish the standards and procedures governing participation in meetings by videoconference for the Town Board and other covered public bodies.
This policy is adopted under the authority granted by New York Public Officers Law §103-a and establishes when and how members may participate remotely while promoting transparency, accountability, meaningful public participation, and the effective conduct of the public's business. 

The Town recognizes that in-person attendance remains the preferred means of participation and intends that remote participation be used in accordance with the standards and limitations established by this policy.

For purposes of this policy, a covered public body means the Town Board and any Town board, commission, committee, or other public body of the Town that is subject to the Open Meetings Law and has elected to permit videoconferencing under this policy.

2. Authorization of Videoconferencing
Covered public bodies may permit members to participate in regular, special, work session, and other duly noticed meetings by videoconference in accordance with this policy and applicable law detailed in §103-a (See Appendix 1). Members participating by videoconference in compliance with this policy shall be considered present for purposes of establishing a quorum, participating in deliberations, and voting.

3. Circumstances for Remote Participation
The Town recognizes that in-person participation best promotes transparency, deliberation, collegial discussion, and public confidence in local government. Accordingly, attendance in person shall be the expected standard for all meetings of covered public bodies. Remote participation is intended to provide reasonable flexibility when circumstances prevent physical attendance and shall not be used as a substitute for regular in-person attendance.

A member of a covered public body may participate remotely through videoconferencing when the member is unable to attend in person due to extraordinary or qualifying circumstances.

Extraordinary circumstances include, but are not limited to:
· Personal illness, injury, or disability;
· A family emergency;
· Severe weather or other hazardous travel conditions;
· Military service or government-required travel;
· Other significant unforeseen circumstances that make in-person attendance impracticable.

Participation due to extraordinary circumstances shall not be subject to any annual limitation. Refer to Section 11 (Limitations) for relevant other considerations related to extraordinary circumstances. 

Routine qualifying circumstances may include unavoidable work-related travel, previously scheduled personal travel, or other non-emergency obligations that cannot reasonably be rescheduled. Remote participation under these circumstances shall be permitted only when:
1. The member has made reasonable efforts to schedule business travel, vacations, conferences, and other discretionary commitments so they do not conflict with scheduled meetings whenever practicable;
2. The conflict could not reasonably be avoided without substantial hardship;
3. The member provides notice to the Supervisor, Town Clerk, or Chairperson of the public body as far in advance as practicable;
4. The member participates through real-time videoconferencing that allows the member to be seen, heard, and identified by the public and the other members throughout the meeting.

Request for Remote Participation Procedure. A member requesting to participate remotely shall notify the Town Supervisor, in the case of the Town Board, or the Chairperson of the applicable covered public body as far in advance as practicable. The member shall identify whether the request is based on an extraordinary circumstance or a routine qualifying circumstance and shall certify that the stated circumstance is accurate and satisfies the requirements of this policy. Members are not required to disclose personal medical information or other confidential details beyond what is reasonably necessary to administer this policy.

The Town Supervisor, in the case of the Town Board, or the Chairperson of the applicable covered public body shall determine whether the request for remote participation is consistent with the requirements of this policy. In making that determination, the Town Supervisor or Chairperson may rely upon the member's certification and is not expected to independently verify or investigate the member's personal circumstances.

If the Town Supervisor or a Chairperson of another covered public body are requesting remote participation, the Deputy Town Supervisor or Vice Chairperson of the covered public body shall make the determination of whether the request is consistent with this policy. If there is no Deputy Town Supervisor or Vice Chairperson, a majority vote of the remaining members of the applicable covered public body shall make the determination.

4. Public Access and Transparency
Meetings that include remote participation shall be conducted using technology that permits the public to simultaneously observe the meeting in real time, as required by law. The public shall be able to see and hear all members participating remotely, and the identity of each remote participant shall be disclosed during the meeting.

5. Designated Meeting Locations
Each covered public body shall continue to designate one primary meeting location within the Town of Mendon that is open and accessible to the public for every meeting conducted. A majority of the members of the public body shall be physically present at the designated primary meeting location within the Town to establish a quorum.

The remote participation location shall comply with the requirements of New York Public Officers Law §103-a and all other applicable provisions of law.

6. Executive Sessions
Remote participation during executive sessions is permitted only if the participating member can ensure that the confidentiality of the executive session is maintained. The member shall be responsible for ensuring that no unauthorized person can hear, observe, record, or otherwise access the executive session discussion.

7. Voting Procedures
Members participating remotely shall have the same voting rights as members attending in person.
All votes shall be conducted in a manner that ensures each member's vote is clearly audible, accurately recorded in the minutes, and capable of being heard by the public.

8. Technical Requirements
The Town shall utilize videoconferencing technology that:
· Supports simultaneous real-time audio and video communication;
· Allows all participants to see and hear one another throughout the meeting;
· Is accessible to the public as required by law; and
· Is sufficiently reliable to permit full participation.

If a technical failure prevents a remote participant from being seen or heard, that member shall not be counted toward a quorum or vote during the period of disruption.

9. Recording and Minutes
All meetings conducted pursuant to this policy shall be recorded in accordance with the Town's normal meeting practices.

The minutes shall identify each member participating remotely and note any significant interruptions in remote participation.

10. Public Notice
For meetings at which remote participation is anticipated under routine qualifying circumstances, the official meeting notice shall include all information required by New York State law to enable the public to observe the meeting electronically, including access instructions and any other information required by applicable law.

When remote participation arises due to extraordinary circumstances after a meeting notice has been issued, the Town shall make reasonable efforts to provide any additional public notice required by applicable New York State law.

11. Limitations on Remote Participation
Remote participation for routine qualifying circumstances is intended to be infrequent and shall not become a substitute for regular in-person attendance or be used solely because attending remotely is more convenient than attending in person. 

Except in cases involving extraordinary circumstances described in Section 3, a member of a covered public body may participate remotely under routine qualifying circumstances with full voting privileges for no more than three (3) meetings during a calendar year. Remote participation with voting privileges this limit may be approved by a majority vote of the remaining members of the public body upon a finding that additional qualifying circumstances warrant an exception.

Members are expected to make reasonable efforts to schedule business travel, vacations, conferences, training events, and other discretionary commitments so they do not conflict with regularly scheduled meetings.

Meetings involving public hearings, quasi-judicial proceedings (e.g., the Planning Board and Zoning Board of Appeals meetings), significant public participation, or major policy decisions carry a heightened expectation of in-person attendance. Members should give particular weight to this heightened expectation when planning discretionary travel or other commitments that could conflict with such meetings.

The Town expects members to attend meetings in person on a regular basis. While participation due to extraordinary circumstances is not subject to the annual limitation established for routine qualifying circumstances, nothing in this policy is intended to authorize indefinite remote participation. Members who anticipate an ongoing inability to regularly attend meetings in person should discuss the matter with the Town Supervisor or the Chairperson of the applicable covered public body to determine the most appropriate course of action consistent with the effective conduct of the public body's business.

12. Effective Date
This policy shall take effect upon adoption by the Mendon Town Board and shall remain in effect until amended or repealed.

