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Loosen the gag in Atkinson

Atkinson officials are heading down a dangerous road,
throwing up a wall of silence to impede access to public
information.

It's not surprising, given the well-known penchant for control
of Selectman / police Chief / elderly affairs director Philip V.
Consentino. And it's no coincidence that the gag order was
imposed a day after this newspaper filed a right-to-know
request for records from several recent selectmen's meetings.

Selectman Fred Childs said he went along with Consentino's
proposal because he didn't appreciate recent newspaper
stories questioning whether selectmen had violated state open
meeting laws. The story in question cited one recent instance
where a quorum of the board continued to talk for more than
30 minutes after the end of a public meeting, closing the door
for part of the time,

The gag order, which says no one but the selectmen can
release information from the selectmen's office, wasn't on the
agenda for Wednesday moming's meeting but was pushed
through at the end on a 2-0 vote by Consentino and Childs
with no discussion. The third selectman, John Sapia, was
absent. It says any information from the selectmen's office
must go through one of the selectmen, which would appear to
effectively bar Town Administrator Russell McAllister or
anyone else in Town Hall from giving out information, such
as meeting minutes that should be freely available to the

public.

While the selectmen may be unhappy with recent coverage,
the gag order loses sight of the simple fact the information is
not theirs to withhold. As elected representatives of the
people, they're doing the public's business with the public's
money, not running a private company. Open meeting and
open records laws were enacted to protect the public's right
to know what's going on, from the lowest level of town
government to the halls of Congress.
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HP 10 3suurHour. And punishing a newspaper — or anyone else whose
questions they don't like — by withholding information is
both incredibly petty and not the job of officials in any town.
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