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I.  Open Meetings: The Sunshine Act

State legis la tures across the coun try have adopted laws requir ing that certain meet ings be open to the public. 
These laws have been symbol i cally termed Sunshine Laws.  There are numer ous advan tages to having such
stat utes.  Sunshine Laws help curtail misbe hav ior by govern ment offi cials, educate the public through greater
press cover age of govern ment activ i ties and provide public scru tiny to govern men tal deci sion-making.  Public
offi cials also are able to gain a better under stand ing of public opin ion on the issues.  More over, open meet ings
can enhance public faith in the polit i cal process.

Overview of Sunshine Act

The Pennsylvania Sunshine Act requires all public agencies to take all official actions and conduct all
deliberations leading up to official actions at public meetings. The Act covers all such actions by municipal
governing bodies, committees of these governing bodies and municipal boards and commissions. The General
Assembly, state executive branch agencies, school boards, authorities, boards of public colleges and
universities, and governing boards of nonprofit corporations that have legally enforceable supervisory and
advisory powers regarding the degree programs of the institution of higher education also are covered by the
Sunshine Act. Official actions include making recommendations, establishment of policy, decisions on agency
business and votes taken on any motion, resolution, ordinance, rule, regulation, proposal, report or order.

The current Sunshine Act took effect on January 3, 1987. This law replaces the old Open Meetings Laws of
1957 and 1974. Under the old law, public agencies were required to hold open meetings only if votes were
taken or official policy adopted. This led to the frequent abuse of discussing and deciding issues in so-called
“workshop” sessions, with the official public meetings being relegated to conducting formal votes on issues
already decided in advance. The current Act requires that any deliberations leading up to official actions also
take place at public meetings. Municipal governing bodies have no authority, either under the municipal codes
or the Sunshine Act, to conduct “workshop” sessions.1

References
1. Paciotti v. Corcoran, 95 Lackawanna Jur. 6, 1994.

Agencies

The “agency” is defined as the govern ing body, and all commit tees autho rized by the body to take offi cial
action and render advice on agency busi ness.  This includes state agen cies as well as polit i cal subdi vi sions,
school districts and munic i pal author i ties.  As defined in the Stat u tory Construc tion Act, polit i cal subdi vi sion
includes any county, city, borough, incor po rated town, town ship, school district, voca tional school district and
county insti tu tion district.1  The term agency includes the polit i cal subdi vi sion and all its constit u ent boards
and commis sions.  All munic i pal govern ing bodies and their commit tees are covered by the Act.  But where a
commit tee is appointed by the govern ing body, but none of its members are members of the govern ing body, it
does not qual ify as a commit tee for purposes of the Act.2   In this case, Read ing City Coun cil had appointed an
advi sory commit tee to eval u ate private ambu lance service contrac tors.  The members of the commit tee were
three members of the fire depart ment and an assis tant city solic i tor.  The court ruled that because no members
of coun cil served on the commit tee, it could not be consid ered a commit tee of coun cil. In a simi lar ruling, a
commit tee consist ing of the town ship manager, engi neer and solic i tor appointed by the board of super vi sors
was found not to be a commit tee of the board, and thus not an agency under the Sunshine Act.3  The commit tee 




