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  Grassroots Lobbying Kit

Guest Editorial: FOI
Adapted from an editorial published by the Telegraph Herald (Dubuque) on Feb. 3, 2010


When Iowans have questions or complaints about how election campaigns are conducted, financed and reported, they have a resource — and recourse — in the Iowa Ethics and Campaign Disclosure Board.  What if citizens had to take their concerns about a campaign to the winner of the election (or the incumbent’s attorney)?  What if a citizen with a complaint about a lawyer, doctor or gambling venue had to take it up with that party’s legal counsel?  Obviously, those requirements would have a chilling effect on complaints — why bother, when “judge and jury” are one and the same? — and would dilute public confidence in the integrity of the process and oversight of licensed professionals and of public officials and employees.


Yet, this sort of arrangement exists when it comes to public access to government documents and meetings.  Denied the right to see a local record? Kicked out of the room when a public body decides to conduct its meeting in secret? A citizen could complain to the county’s top law enforcement officer, the county attorney. But wait a minute. The county attorney also has the duty to serve as county government’s legal counsel.

And what if it is the county attorney who is the subject of the complaint? A citizen might complain to the state attorney general. But there are two problems. One is that the attorney general, the state’s top law enforcement officer, also would defend county attorneys in litigation. The second issue, in Iowa at least, is that long-time Attorney General Tom Miller treats open meeting and open record violations as low priority.  This arrangement — simultaneously enforcing the law and representing a government defendant — is a quirky part of the jobs of county attorney and attorney general.

But that stacked deck should not mean that citizens are out of luck.


A measure approved in the Iowa Senate would create an Iowa Public Information Board. However, on the House side of the Capitol, that body passed a bill that would have created, instead of an Information Board, an unwieldy 16-member oversight panel predominantly populated with — surprise! — government officials. The Senate measure would restore an independent board with enforcement powers.

Recognizing that money is tight in Iowa these days, the Iowa Freedom of Information Council has even offered to donate some money to help get the program started.  Still, what price does government place on credibility and public confidence?


Not surprisingly, the attorney general’s staff doesn’t see much need for the measure; they don’t see much of a problem regarding public access. That view must be galling to the many citizens, frustrated by inaction by law enforcement, who spend thousands of their own dollars to try to get government to follow the law.


To educate the public and public officials, and to enforce the law, the Legislature should create an Iowa Public Information Board.

