
Civics 101
The importance of civic engagement and 

how to get started.



-Louis D. Brandeis

“The most important political 

office is that of private citizen.”
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The founding fathers set up a governing 
system, characterized by separation of 

powers and checks and balances



-John Adams

“Power must never be trusted 

without a check.”



-Montesquieu, 1748

“The tyranny of a prince is not so 

dangerous to the public welfare as 

the apathy of a citizen in a 

democracy.”



American adults who directly took 
part in a civic group or activity

48%

SOURCE: Pew Research Center, 2012



Civic engagement
of American adults have recently worked 
with fellow citizens to solve a problem in  
their community 

have attended a political meeting on local,  
town, or school affairs 

have been an active member of a group  
that tries to influence the public or  
government 

have attended a political rally or speech 

have worked or volunteered for a political 
party or candidate 

have attended an organized protest
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American adults who contacted a government 
official or spoken out in a public forum about 

an issue that is important to them

34%

SOURCE: Pew Research Center, 2012

39%
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So how do we 
change that? 

Local government…



LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT



O.C. - By the numbers
$5.8 billion budget 

22 agencies 

3.1 million residents 

34 cities 

18,000 county employees
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Local governments & 
agencies control:

Water 
Land use 
Schools 

Police & fire 
Power 
Parks 

Animal services 
Libraries 

Health services 
Development 

Transportation 
Etc.



VOICING YOUR 
OPINION



James Madison, 1788

“We may define a republic to be…a 

government which derives all its powers directly 

or indirectly from the great body of the people, 

and is administered by persons holding their 

offices during pleasure for a limited period, or 

during good behavior.”



VOTE
1. More than the president 

matters. 
2. Not an option in all 

countries 
3. Higher turnout = better 

representation 
4. Government serves 

people who vote 
5. The margin of victory 

matters 

6. People have fought and 
died for our right to vote 

7. Even votes for third-
parties can change the 
debate 

8. The most clear-cut way to 
express your opinion 

9. Elected officials make 
important appointments 

10. Every election matters



Register to vote

www.ocvote.com/ 

www.nonprofitvote.org/

http://www.ocvote.com/
http://www.nonprofitvote.org/


Voice your opinion
Offer public comment at meetings 

Start or join a peaceful rally or protest 

Write an editorial & post or send to media 

Write letters, make calls, knock on doors 

Start or sign a petition



Thomas Jefferson

“That government is the 

strongest of which every man 

feels himself a part.”



OPEN MEETINGS



Ralph M. Brown Act
PREAMBLE: 

Public commissions, boards, councils and other 
legislative bodies of local government agencies 
exist to aid in the conduct of the people’s business. 
The people do not yield their sovereignty to the 
bodies that serve them. The people insist on 
remaining informed to retain control over the 
legislative bodies they have created.



Legislative bodies must:

‣Provide public notice of their meetings, 

‣Post agendas of the subjects of these meetings, 

‣Provide public access to these meetings (unless 
some or all of a meeting is held in closed session 
under a specific exception contained in the Act).



PUBLIC RECORDS



What Must You Do? 

Read Agendas, Get Ahead 
of Government



James Madison

“A popular government, without 

popular information, or the 

means of acquiring it, is but a 

prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy.”



California Public Records Act
SUMMARY: 

The fundamental precept of the Act is 
that governmental records shall be 
disclosed to the public, upon request, 
unless there is a specific reason not to 
do so.



Exceptions:
‣The individual’s right to privacy (e.g., privacy in 

certain personnel, medical or similar records) 

‣The government’s need to perform its assigned 
functions in a reasonably efficient manner (e.g., 
maintaining confidentiality of investigative records, 
official information, records related to pending 
litigation, and preliminary notes or memoranda) 

‣



If an agency improperly 
withholds records, a 

member of the public may 
enforce, in court, his or her right 
to inspect or copy the records 
and receive payment for court 

costs and attorney’s fees.



www.voiceofoc.org


