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mation that should remain open be- require a higher standard of protection.

cause release of that information
serves avital public purpose.

Keeping information about how
state officials or employees do their
job or spend tax dollars open to the
public isfundamental to citizen over-
sight of government. Public informa-
tion about government regulatory ac-
tivity ensures that regulations de-
signed to address problems are actu-
ally working as promised.

In general, the Public Information
Actisdesignedto hold peoplein gov-
ernment accountable to citizens for
their actions, and this critical public
purpose must be weighed against the
privacy interests of individuals and
those who are regulated.

GoVERNMENT AGENCIES
MAINTAIN INFORMATION
ABourt INDIVIDUALS

State and local government holds
someinformation about many people.
The Department of Public Safety once
sold drivers' license information
(driver’s license number, name and
birth date, general description) to any-
one who asked for it, but that has
changed under new state and federal
laws.

Most sensitiveinformation about
individuals collected by agovernment
agency will not be released. For ex-
ample, personal financial information
or medical records are protected un-
der the Public Information Act, and the
records cannot be released.

MosT GOVERNMENT
INFORMATION HASs A PuBLIC
PurposkE THAT May OUTWEIGH
PRivacy INTERESTS

But, the public has an interest in
information about licensed profes-
sionals, government contractors, and
the quality and qualifications of gov-
ernment employees.

Government agencieshold infor-
mation about professional licensees.
Someinformation about licensed pro-
fessionalsisnearly always public. For
the most part, aconsumer can find out
if aprofessional actually hasalicense,
and the date of that license.

Sometimesconsumerscan find out
if there have been complaints filed
against that professional. To protect
themsalves, consumers should be able
tofind out if thereare complaintsagainst
a doctor, lawyer or other licensee,
whether the state licensing board has
taken disciplinary action, and thenature
of the reported problems.

Companiesthat hopetowin gov-
ernment contracts often provideinfor-
mation about the qualifications of the
people in the company who will be
doing the work. They also provide
basic financial information about the
company. Public scrutiny of thiskind
of information in government con-
tracts assures the process is transpar-
ent and that the bid process is acces-
sibleto all qualified persons.

When aconsumer complainsto a
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government agency about awide va-
riety of problems, that letter of com-
plaint may be public—although per-
sonal financial information and medi-
cal recordsareremoved. Theability of
the public to review these complaints
ensuresthat citizenswill know whether
agencies are responding timely and
appropriately, whether existing laws
effectively prevent abuses reported by
consumers, and whether thereisapat-
tern of unfair or deceptive practices.
Such independent analysis has re-
sulted in agency enforcement actions
and new public policy inawidearray
of areas.

The public hasaninterest in how
its money is spent, the products and
servicesit getsfor itstax dollars, and
the people who provide those prod-
ucts and services. The public also has
an interest in the effectiveness of its
laws, and the
agenciesthat en-
forcethose laws.
Proposals de-
signed to protect
a particular pri-

vacy interest o :
should be Services it gets for its tax
weighed against dollars, and the people who

the value of the
information to
the public as a
whole.

interest.
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The public has a strong
interest in how its money is
spent, the products and

provide those products and
services. The public also has
an interest in the effective-
ness of its laws, and those
who enforce the laws. Public
information helps protect that



