


INA opposes move to put public 

notices on bulletin boards, in newsletters and on Internet

Bulletin board posting would limit access


The INA’s position is that public notices are well-read and that Iowans think they are important. A 1999 statewide readership survey conducted by Jim Robertson and Associates of Norman, Oklahoma, concluded that over 93 percent of Iowans read their local newspaper. Some 90.8 percent  of Iowans believe public notices should be published. Readership studies have historically shown that readership of these notices is better than that of farm news and just below the readership of business and financial news. In an era when the public believes government should be held more accountable, it would be poor public policy to require that citizens read the minutes of a city council meeting on a city hall bulletin board rather than in their own homes. The Robertson research showed that a scant 1.6 percent of Iowans seek information about public meetings on public bulletin boards.

Government newsletters are not a sensible alternative


When lawmakers in Iowa and every other state wrote their public notice requirements, they wisely spelled out very specific criteria publications had to meet to be qualified to publish public notices. Among the requirements is that they must be paid circulation publications. Common sense tells us that people are more likely to read a publication they have purchased rather than a publication which just shows up in their mailbox.  Iowa’s  93.4 percent newspaper readership in 1999 proves this point. The Robertson research showed that only 64 percent of Iowans “usually or sometimes” read government newsletters. Only 2.4 percent of Iowans surveyed said they look for information about public meetings in government newsletters. The survey showed that 61.4 percent rely on their local newspaper to publish information about public meetings and public notices.


There would be additional production, handling and postage costs associated with producing the notices in newsletters. Newsletters would be read by fewer people and there would be no safeguard to make sure they were prepared in a timely fashion.


Allowing local governments to write and publish their required notices with no controls is troublesome for another reason. From the founding of this nation, government has called upon an independent press to publish this important information. Government now appears to aspire to be in complete charge of the release of the information. It aims to be the official reporter and record keeper of its own activities, abandoning reliance on community newspapers as the independent chroniclers and providers of vital community information.

Access to the Internet is limited and expensive


The Internet, despite all its hype and promise, remains inaccessible to the majority of citizens. The 1999 Robertson survey found that 52.8 percent of those surveyed have a computer at home and that of those with computers at home, 74.6 percent have Internet access. This means that only 39.4 percent of Iowans surveyed have Internet access. In rural areas, that figure drops to 36 percent. Even if one believed that Iowans would rather read these notices on a computer monitor rather than in a newspaper, it would be poor public policy to prohibit over 60 percent of the state’s households from receiving this information in their home.


Newspapers are accessible to all Iowans at a very low cost to both the citizens reading the newspaper and the government body publishing the notices. The cost to subscribe to over 90 percent of Iowa newspapers is less than $100 a year.  By contrast, the minimum start-up investment for a household to get Internet access stands at $800 to $1,200 for the hardware and software, plus $120 to $480 per year for local access provider fees.


The Robertson on survey asked Iowans: “If public notices were posted on the Internet, how likely do you think you would be to seek out and read them?” Only 27.2 percent said they would be “very or somewhat likely” to do so. Asking a citizen to turn on a computer, dial to an Internet Service Provider, remember a website address and search through notices on a computer screen just to see if a public notice has appeared sounds like a great way to guarantee public notice will NOT be “noticed” by the public.  By moving government public notices to the Internet, lawmakers should be aware that they would be drawing a very sharp line around large groups of citizens, and declaring that they no longer will have easy, low-cost access to the workings and announcements of their government.

“Cost savings” of Internet posting is a myth


Some have assumed that Internet posting is far less costly than print advertising -- but it doesn’t come without costs. The costs of running and properly maintaining and updating a reliable web site costs thousands of dollars. Loading material, putting it in the right places, building in adequate search engines, managing the files, archiving the material, all cost money.


Let’s explode the myth that real cost savings would be achieved by moving notices from newspapers to the Internet. Surveys conducted by the INA and organizations representing local governments show the total that any Iowa city/school/county spent on all public notices in recent years average less than one fifth of one percent of the local government’s annual budget. And most, if not all of these costs, would remain if public notices were distributed properly on the Internet or in city newsletters.

Verification of publication would be lost

When a newspaper publishes a public notice, in effect the newspaper is acting in the role of a third-party verifier or auditor of the notice. The newspaper is responsible for typesetting and preparing the notice for print and is responsible for signing a sworn affidavit of publication once the notice is published. Allowing local governments to put notices on the web rather than publish them in the newspaper removes those critical verification and auditing roles. How, if challenged, could a governmental agency prove that it posted adequate notice on its web site. Imagine the battles between, say, a community group and a planning commission, with the group saying it didn’t see a hearing notice on the website. Does there exist a verifiable affidavit for web posting?


Newspapers have provided an enhancement of public notice. There is a reason governments moved from hanging notices on fence posts to publishing them in newspapers. Newspapers offer maximum opportunity for the public to be aware of the workings of government. The Robertson survey found that over 90 percent of Iowans usually or sometimes look to their newspaper for news about local government and 89 percent usually or sometimes read news about local schools. Newspapers bring order, accuracy and reliability -- along with objectivity and credibility -- to publishing city, school and county notices. Using the Internet would be a giant step backwards, returning public notice to a new electronic fence post.
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