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| NTRODUCTI ON TO THE FREEDOM COF | NFORVATI ON ACT

5 US.C 552
As Anended

The basi c purpose of the Freedom of I|nformation Act
(FOA) is to ensure an inforned citizenry, vital to the
functioning of a denobcratic society, needed to check agai nst
corruption and to hold the governors accountable to the
gover ned.

Shortly after World War |1 and other crises there was an
environnment that allowed the governnent to secretly pursue
policies wthout the know edge or support of the public.
Wil e sone secrecy is necessary for the security of our
country, excessive secrecy defeats the denocratic principles
upon which our country was founded.

In 1966, as menbers of Congress becane aware of the ever
i ncreasi ng secrecy, a |law was passed giving people a right to
see and know what was in secret governnment files. This was
the original Freedom of Information Act.

Wat ergate proved to Congress, the news nedia, the public,
and the world that there existed a need for a Freedom of
I nformati on Act which provides citizens broader access to
gover nnent records.



In an effort to further extend the FO A's discl osure
requirenents, and also as a reaction to the abuses of the
Watergate era, the FO A was substantially amended in 1974.
There were several anmendnents thereafter which were intended
to limt what could be withheld as exenpt from discl osure.

Late in 1986, Congress passed major FO A reform
| egislation as part of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986. This
| egi sl ati on provi ded broader exemption protection for |aw
enforcenment information, plus special |aw enforcenent record
exclusions, and it also created a new fee and fee wai ver
structure.

The Freedom of Information Act (FOA) is intended to be
used generally for public access to the records of governnent.
I ndi vi dual s do not need to prove their right to the
information they request. The information is presuned
avail able, unless it falls into one of nine possible
exenpti ons under which informati on may be denied. These nine
exenptions are di scretionary not nmandatory.

6/91 i 6/91

1327.1 REV-1 1327.1 REV-1

FO A requires an annual report to Congress from each
federal agency regarding its FO A operations to encourage
agency conpliance with the FO A

The FO A states that agencies nust respond within 10
wor ki ng days, except in unusual circunstances. There are
three types of agency responses: granted in full, partially
granted which lists the exenptions used for wthhol ding, or
denied in full which lists the exenptions used for
wi t hhol di ng.

The obligation to pay fees depends on who you are, and
the reason you want the information. Fees may be wai ved or
reduced if the information sought is in the public interest,
because it is likely to contribute significantly to public
under st andi ng of the operations or activities of the
governnent and is not primarily in the commercial interest of
the requestor.

The FOAis a vital, continuously devel opi ng nmechani sm
which, with necessary refinenents to accommobdate society's
conflicting interests in an open yet snoothly functioning
governnent, can truly enhance our denpcratic way of life.
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