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Coalition Activities 21 July 2010 – 20 October 2010  

 

OTG engages in a variety of campaigns initiated by coalition staff, and by other partners 

themselves.  Most of what the staff does is in coordination with partners and with others 

outside the coalition.  We are regularly asked to coordinate other groups and to identify 

possible partners for campaigns. 

Advance the right-to-know at the federal and state levels through legislative 
and other vehicles/ Strengthen coordination and engagement of organizations 
currently working on right to know and anti-secrecy issues 

Promote and Sustain Openness and Transparency/ Promote a Culture of Openness in 
Government 

Open Government Directive/Open Government Plans 

The coalition has continued monitoring and measuring federal agencies' progress 

toward fulfilling President Obama’s commitment to “creating an unprecedented level of 

openness in Government." Results of re-evaluations of open government plans that 

were updated between their initial release and June 25, and updated audit results were 

posted to the coalition’s Open Government Plans Audit site 

 (http://sites.google.com/site/opengovtplans/) in July.  

 

The updated results also include evaluations of plans produced by entities that were not 

required to produce plans, but did so anyway.  The audit shows most agencies’ plans 

have made clear progress toward meeting the requirements of the Open Government 

Directive. Although the coalition intends no further audits of open government plans, 

agencies continue to contact the coalition to let us know about new versions of plans, 

and to ask for informal feedback. Coalition staff reviews the plans and provides 

feedback via a blog on the Audit site 

(https://sites.google.com/site/opengovtplans/home/evaluating-open-government-

blog).    

 

The project has now moved onto measuring implementation of the directive and of 

openness more generally in the target agencies. The coalition released for public 

comment a proposed framework to measure openness at federal agencies 

(http://bit.ly/ogov-feedback). Development of the evaluation was led by faculty from 
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the Armstrong Institute for Interactive Media Studies at Miami University of Ohio and the Center for 

Library and Information Innovation at the University of Maryland.  The evaluation framework evaluates 

each agency examined according to the availability of information identified by the nongovernment 

openness community as critical for accountability, progress in implementation of the agency's open 

government plan, and the accessibility of information on the agency's website. The coalition will 

consider and respond to all relevant feedback before finalizing the proposal and beginning the 

evaluation process.  

 

To complete the evaluations, OpenTheGovernment.org relies on a group of volunteers with experience 

working with agencies and evaluating information policies from nonprofit groups, academia, and other 

organizations that serve the public interest. The ongoing contributors to this project include American 

Association of Law Libraries, American Library Association, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in 

Washington (CREW), OMB Watch, OpenTheGovernment.org, POGO (Project On Government Oversight),  

Sunlight Foundation, Union of Concerned Scientists, faculty and students at the University of Maryland 

College of Information Studies, and faculty at the Armstrong Institute for Interactive Media Studies at 

Miami University of Ohio. Individual volunteers have also participated in the project.  

Ensure Electronic Records are Preserved and Managed to Protect Accountability and History 

In recent years the coalition has provided leadership, especially regarding legislative and regulatory 

reforms to improve electronic records management.  After many years of raising the issue of electronic 

records with Administration officials and others, OTG has identified and cultivated ties to allies in the 

current Administration and the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) who understand 

the necessity of tackling the issue. The coalition has also made inroads with Congress. 

 

NARA officials asked coalition staff to arrange a briefing for the openness community on the status of 

the Electronic Records Archive (ERA) preservation and public access modules. In concert with CREW, the 

coalition circulated a letter to the Archivist strongly encouraging NARA to provide the maximum possible 

electronic access to vital records in the ERA as they further develop the system. Coalition staff and some 

partners have been invited to beta test NARA’s Online Public Access module. It currently does not 

provide access to records accessioned into the ERA, but does provide access to other information held 

by NARA.  NARA also briefed coalition staff on plans for Records Management Self-Assessments and 

assessments to be completed by NARA staff. These assessments are a response at least in part to the 

ceaseless criticism of NARA on this issue by OTG and partners. 

 

In Congress, OpenTheGovernment.org was asked by Hill staff to circulate a letter in support of H.R. 

1387, the Electronic Message Preservation Act. H.R. 1387 directs the Archivist to establish standards for 

the capture, management, and preservation of White House and of agencies' e-mails, and certification 

standards for any electronic records management systems implemented at agencies. While the coalition 

would prefer Congress to pass a bill that requires agencies to implement records management systems 

that are consistent with modern technology, we believe this legislation demonstrates the concern of 

Congress about this serious issue, and takes a first step to ensure that these vital records are preserved 

for the public. The coalition was joined by twenty-two other organizations, including several coalition 

partners, on the final letter to the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs.  

http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/Ferriero-Letter-ERApublic-access.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/EMsgPreservationAct.pdf
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Embed Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) Reform 

Coalition staff and partners were offered a preview of the FOIA Dashboard under development by 

the Department of Justice. The dashboard will launch with data from 2008, 2009, and 2010 annual 

FOIA reports. Staff was also briefed on planned changes to the DOJ Office of Information Policy (OIP) 

website: government-wide information will be moved to the new site (foia.gov) and OIP’s site will 

become more DOJ-centric.   

OTG continues to play a central role in facilitating discussion and work with the new Office of 

Government Information Services (OGIS), which is tasked with mediating disputes between FOIA 

requesters and Federal agencies, reviewing policies and procedures of administrative agencies under 

FOIA, reviewing agency compliance with FOIA, and recommending policy changes to the Congress and 

President to improve the administration of FOIA. In September coalition staff and partners were briefed 

on an upcoming OGIS report and offered advice on how OGIS should present its work to Congress.  

Coalition staff attended an informal brown bag meeting with OIP leadership. Items discussed include: 

the FOIA Dashboard, improving FOIA statistics, collaboration with OGIS, and implementation of the 

Holder memorandum. 

The Director continues to talk to Norm Eisen about the lack of progress on FOIA improvements. The 

Director and our partners have also made progress in developing a working relationship with Mr. Eisen’s 

replacements (once Mr. Eisen is confirmed to an Ambassadorship to the Czech Republic), Mr. Bob Bauer 

and Mr. Steven Croley.  Shortly after the planned replacements were announced, 

OpenTheGovernment.org and several good government organizations joined in sending a letter to 

President Obama commending Mr. Eisen’s work and expressing interest in working with his 

replacements to finish the work of fulfilling the President's mandate of openness and accountability in 

the federal government. The Director and partners have also met with Mr. Bauer and Mr. Croley.  

OpenTheGovernment.org  partners played a central role in drafting and passing legislation to repeal new 

FOIA exemptions granted to the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) under the Wall Street 

Reform and Consumer Protection Act (Dodd-Frank Act).  The exemptions, if interpreted broadly, would 

have severely hindered the public's ability to gain access to critical information related to the SEC’s 

oversight activities. The coalition participated in discussion with Hill staff developing possible legislative 

fixes and helped circulate a letter authored by coalition partner POGO and others that outlined the 

openness and accountability community’s concerns with the exemptions. The coalition also circulated 

letters in support of the final legislation in the House and Senate.  The legislation was signed by 

President Obama on October 5th. 

OTG is taking a leading role in coordinating the openness community’s response to the Supreme Court 

decision to review to review FCC v. AT&T. At issue in the case is a claim that, as corporations are 

considered “persons” under the law, FOIA’s "personal privacy" exemption applies to corporations.  

The coalition joined several coalition partners in signing onto an amicus brief filed by Public Citizen arguing 

against the existence of a so-called "high 2" exemption to the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) that 

applies when a "personnel document" is "predominantly internal and its disclosure presents a risk of 

circumvention of agency regulation." The coalition also donated funds towards the filing. 

http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/Dear%20President%20Obama-Eisen.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/SEC-FOIA%20Exemption.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/HouseSEC-FOIAfix.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/SEC-FOIA-fix.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/09-1163%20tsac%20PublicCitizen.pdf
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OTG is working with Public Citizen to collect information and report on potentially a troubling pattern 

involving obstacles that agencies are placing before FOIA requesters. Examples of the obstacles include, 

agencies' refusals to search for documents before requesters agree to pay search costs, even when the 

requester is likely to receive a fee waiver; requesters' difficulties receiving fee waivers; exorbitant search 

cost estimates; agencies' attempts to pressure requesters to narrow or modify their requests; 

statements in agency responses that a "preliminary" response will be deemed "final" unless the 

requester affirmatively requests reconsideration; and agencies' efforts to elicit agreements that a 

requester will not appeal a partial disclosure if is promptly made. Once we have identified which 

agencies are using these tactics, how frequently they are using them, and whether they are also using 

similar tactics that have not yet come to our attention, we will be in a better position to effectively 

address them.  

Chart a New Course on Secrecy/ Secrecy Rules  

OTG is coordinating coalition partner work to advance HR 6026, legislation to create a centralized 

government website hosting electronic versions of all reports releasable under FOIA that Congress 

requires from executive branch entities. Prior to a scheduled mark-up of the bill, OTG circulated a letter 

in support of HR 6026, the Congressionally Mandated Reports Act. Since the bill was placed and 

subsequently pulled from the House calendar directly prior to the election recess, the coalition has 

facilitated discussion with key Hill staff. 

The Director attended the Civil Society Forum on Transparency in the U.S. Minerals Management Service 

Reform.  We continue to look for ways to promote transparency in the aftermath of both the BP Oil 

disaster and the Massey mines tragedy. 

OTG continues to monitor developments regarding the long-awaited executive order on Controlled 

Unclassified Information under development by the Administration.  The coalition plays a lead and a 

coordinating role in the openness community’s response to the Administration, and in talking to Hill staff 

about possible legislative responses.  

Coalition staff attended meetings of the Public Interest Declassification Board (PIDB) on “Declassification, 

Historical Formerly Restricted Data, and the Public Interest,” and the use of technology to improve the 

declassification process. 

OTG is assisting coalition partners in crafting a legislative strategy to pass legislation to reform the Federal 

Advisory Committee Act (FACA).  

The coalition advised Hill staff on HR 553, the Reducing Over-classification Act, a bill currently awaiting 

Presidential signature.  

Broaden the base of national, state and local organizations active on right to know and anti-
secrecy issues. 

The coalition joined the No Free Lunch Caucus, a group of organizations that come together to discuss 

how organizations can combine efforts to improve government accountability.  

The Director moderated  a panel discussion on, “Privacy, Freedom of Information, Transparency, 

Accountability, and the Public Record” at the Joint Annual Meeting of the Council of State Archivists, the 

National Association of Government Archives and Records Administrators, and the Society of American 

Archivists.  

http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/CongressionalReportsLetter.pdf
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OTG circulated an announcement in our September 14, 2010 Policy and News Update urging readers to 

visit the Government Accountability Project’s Action Center to urge Congress to act on the 

Whistleblower Protection Act before the end of the 111th Congress. Each edition of our newsletter 

features two or more updates from coalition partners. 

Patrice McDermott joined Chad Dobson of the Bank Information Center (and other coalition partners) 

on a note requesting access to a Department of the Treasury (Treasury) legal opinion that constrains the 

Treasury consultation process. 

OTG continues to play a role coordinating a campaign to reform the state secrets privilege, but the 

issue seems to have stalled in Congress. We hope to work with our partners and others to re-launch 

an effort in the 112th Congress. 

We continue to look for ways to expand our base, given the federal focus of the coalition and the 

resources of the staff.  

Raise awareness of openness and secrecy efforts. 

On September 7th, the coalition released the 2010 Secrecy Report Card 
(http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/SecrecyRC_2010.pdf), a quantitative report on indicators of 
government secrecy. The report chronicles a continued decrease in most indicators of secrecy since the 
end of the Bush Administration and growing backlogs in the declassification system as old secrets move 
through the system.  
 
The report was covered by the AP and several other trade and mainstream publications, including the 
Washington Post: Top Secret America, NextGov (also appearing in National Journal Online), Federal 
Times, TPM Muckraker, and ProPublica. The report was also mentioned in local and regional editorials. 
The Director additionally was interviewed on Federal News Radio.  Several coalition partners increased 
coverage of the report by blogging on it, and circulating it among their lists.  

 We continue to put out the bi-weekly Updates and talk regularly to journalists.  The coalition has also 

strengthened its relationship with reporters at trade publications, and mainstream media sources. 

We are continuing to work with a web designer and information architecture specialist to make our web 

site more informative, usable, and lively. All old content has now been catalogued and separated into 

new categories.  

The staff of OTG continue to pursue opportunities to work with new media to educate them on 

openness and secrecy and to learn how to convey our message to and through them. 

 

Patrice McDermott has recently had three articles published, in Government Information Quarterly, in 

Research in Social Problems and Public Policy, and in Oregon Library Association Quarterly.  

  

OpenTheGovernment.org in the News – July 21 – October 20, 2010 

Read: Not-so-Secret 'Secrets' the Pentagon 
Paid Thousands to Destroy 
[ProPublica, September 29, 2010]  

Your Input Needed: How to Evaluate Open 
Government? 
[POGO Blog, September 24, 2010]  

http://www.openthegovernment.org/article/articleview/440/1/123/?TopicID=
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/note%20to%20treasury--final.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/otg/SecrecyRC_2010.pdf
http://www.openthegovernment.org/article/subarchive/60
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/0740624X
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/products/books/series.htm?id=0196-1152
http://data.memberclicks.com/site/ola/olaq_16no3.pdf
http://www.propublica.org/blog/item/read-not-so-secret-secrets-the-pentagon-paid-thousands-to-destroy
http://www.propublica.org/blog/item/read-not-so-secret-secrets-the-pentagon-paid-thousands-to-destroy
http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2010/09/your-input-needed-how-to-evaluate-open-government.html
http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2010/09/your-input-needed-how-to-evaluate-open-government.html


6 

 

OMB needs help in measuring government 
openness 
[Fierce Government IT, September 22, 2010]  

Sunshine Group Seeks Input on Evaluation 
Plan 
[CalAware Blog, September 21, 2010]  

Government keeps national security secrets 
hush, hush 
[Washington Post: Top Secret America, 
September 14, 2010]  

Obama still has work to do on reversing 
federal secrecy[The News Tribune (WA), 
September 13, 2010]  

FRINFORMSUM (Freedom of Information 
Summary) 
[National Security Archive: Unredacted, 
September 13, 2010]  

Obama delivers mixed results on 
transparency promises 
[California Independent Voter Network, 
September 11, 2010]  

Editorial: Obama's mixed secrecy results 
[Roanoke Times: Round Table, September 9, 
2010]  

Obama Administration Openness: A Mixed 
Bag 
[BLT: Blog of the Legal Times, September 9, 
2010]  

Editorial: Showing progress 
[The Daily Review (PA), September 9, 2010; 
also appears in the The (Scranton) Times-
Tribune, The Citizen's Voice (PA), and The 
Standard Speaker (PA)]  

Audio: Open Government and transparency 
[Federal News Radio, September 9, 2010]  

Watchdogs: Gov't Spent $196 Keeping 
Secrets For Every $1 Spent Declassifying 
Documents 
[ProPublica, September 8, 2010]  

Government Secrecy Report Card Offers 
Mixed Results For Obama 
[TPM Muckraker, September 8, 2010]  

Report: Secrecy Ebbs From Bush 
Administration High Water Marks, Backlogs 
in Declassification System Grow  
[YubaNet, September 8, 2010]  

Transparency group's report gives Obama 
mixed grades 
[Reporters Committee for Freedom of the 
Press, September 8, 2010]  

Open government group gives Obama 
administration a mixed grade 
[Federal Times, September 7, 2010]  

Obama gets mixed secrecy review from 
watchdog 
[Fierce Government IT, September 7, 2010]  

Obama gets mixed report card on 
transparency 
[Yahoo News: The Upshot, September 7, 
2010]  

2010 Secrecy Report Card Is Out 
[The Art of Access, September 7, 2010]  

2010 Secrecy Report Card Indicates Trend 
toward Greater Openness 
[AALL: Washington Blawg, September 7, 
2010]  

Administration Scores a 'Shows 
Improvement' on Secrecy Report Card[OMB 
Watch: The Fine Print, September 7, 2010]  

Mixed report on efforts to open the 
government 
[AP via Gogle News, September 7, 2010]  

Watchdog group gives Obama mixed review 
on openness 
[NextGov, September 7, 2010]  

A Report Card on Secrecy 
[Secrecy News, September 7, 2010]  

http://www.fiercegovernmentit.com/story/omb-needs-help-measuring-government-openness/2010-09-23
http://www.fiercegovernmentit.com/story/omb-needs-help-measuring-government-openness/2010-09-23
http://calaware.typepad.com/calaware_today/2010/09/sunshine-group-seeks-input-on-evaluation-plan.html
http://calaware.typepad.com/calaware_today/2010/09/sunshine-group-seeks-input-on-evaluation-plan.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/top-secret-america/2010/09/government_keeps_national_secu.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/top-secret-america/2010/09/government_keeps_national_secu.html
http://www.thenewstribune.com/2010/09/13/1339094/obama-still-has-work-to-do-on.html
http://www.thenewstribune.com/2010/09/13/1339094/obama-still-has-work-to-do-on.html
http://nsarchive.wordpress.com/2010/09/13/frinformsum-freedom-of-information-summary-9132010/
http://nsarchive.wordpress.com/2010/09/13/frinformsum-freedom-of-information-summary-9132010/
http://caivn.org/article/2010/09/11/obama-delivers-mixed-results-transparency-promises
http://caivn.org/article/2010/09/11/obama-delivers-mixed-results-transparency-promises
http://www.roanoke.com/editorials/wb/259877
http://legaltimes.typepad.com/blt/2010/09/obama-administration-openness-a-mixed-bag.html
http://legaltimes.typepad.com/blt/2010/09/obama-administration-openness-a-mixed-bag.html
http://thedailyreview.com/opinion/showing-progress-1.1000590
http://www.federalnewsradio.com/?sid=2048083&nid=150
http://www.propublica.org/blog/item/watchdogs-govt-spent-196-maintaining-secrets-for-every-1-spent-declassifyin
http://www.propublica.org/blog/item/watchdogs-govt-spent-196-maintaining-secrets-for-every-1-spent-declassifyin
http://www.propublica.org/blog/item/watchdogs-govt-spent-196-maintaining-secrets-for-every-1-spent-declassifyin
http://tpmmuckraker.talkingpointsmemo.com/openthegovernmentorg/
http://tpmmuckraker.talkingpointsmemo.com/openthegovernmentorg/
http://yubanet.com/usa/Report-Secrecy-Ebbs-From-Bush-Administration-High-Water-Marks.php
http://yubanet.com/usa/Report-Secrecy-Ebbs-From-Bush-Administration-High-Water-Marks.php
http://yubanet.com/usa/Report-Secrecy-Ebbs-From-Bush-Administration-High-Water-Marks.php
http://www.rcfp.org/newsitems/index.php?i=11540
http://www.rcfp.org/newsitems/index.php?i=11540
http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100907/AGENCY04/9070301/1018/DEPARTMENTS
http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100907/AGENCY04/9070301/1018/DEPARTMENTS
http://www.fiercegovernmentit.com/story/obama-gets-mixed-secrecy-review-watchdog/2010-09-07
http://www.fiercegovernmentit.com/story/obama-gets-mixed-secrecy-review-watchdog/2010-09-07
http://news.yahoo.com/s/yblog_upshot/20100907/us_yblog_upshot/obama-gets-mixed-report-card-on-transparency
http://news.yahoo.com/s/yblog_upshot/20100907/us_yblog_upshot/obama-gets-mixed-report-card-on-transparency
http://theartofaccess.com/2010/09/07/2010-secrecy-report-card-is-out/
http://aallwash.wordpress.com/2010/09/07/2010-secrecy-report-card-indicates-trend-toward-greater-openness-2/
http://aallwash.wordpress.com/2010/09/07/2010-secrecy-report-card-indicates-trend-toward-greater-openness-2/
http://www.ombwatch.org/node/11254
http://www.ombwatch.org/node/11254
http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5jetRPAlNqHJbp_bx4eFGAJWvy9IAD9I2U9200
http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5jetRPAlNqHJbp_bx4eFGAJWvy9IAD9I2U9200
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100907_5419.php
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100907_5419.php
http://www.fas.org/blog/secrecy/2010/09/report_card_2010.html
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Defining 'sensitive but unclassified' 
surprisingly complex 
[Federal Times, September 5, 2010]  

Issa joins senators in questioning FOIA 
exemptions for SEC 
[The Hill: On the Money, August 16, 2010]  

Advocates worry White House changes 
could hurt transparency 
[NextGov, August 16, 2010]  

AUDIO: Obama's Record on Government 
Secrecy 
[WBEZ 91.5, July 29, 2010]  

White House cites use of health data as 
example of its innovation initiative 
[NextGov, July 22, 2010]  

New Podcast: An Inside Look at Updated 
Evaluations of Agency Open Government 
Plans 
[POGO Blog, July 23, 2010]  

NASA, HHS, Justice get high marks for 
transparency 
[Federal Times, July 23, 2010]  

Federal Agencies Bolster Transparency 
Plans 
[ProPublica, July 21, 2010]  

Watchdog group charts open government 
winners and losers 
[Federal Computer Week, July 20, 2010]

 

http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100905/AGENCY02/9050304/1001
http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100905/AGENCY02/9050304/1001
http://thehill.com/blogs/on-the-money/banking-financial-institutions/113387-issa-joins-senators-in-questioning-foia-exemptions-for-sec
http://thehill.com/blogs/on-the-money/banking-financial-institutions/113387-issa-joins-senators-in-questioning-foia-exemptions-for-sec
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100816_5447.php
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100816_5447.php
http://www.wbez.org/content.aspx?audioID=43260
http://www.wbez.org/content.aspx?audioID=43260
http://www.wbez.org/content.aspx?audioID=43260
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100722_2622.php
http://www.nextgov.com/nextgov/ng_20100722_2622.php
http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2010/07/new-podcast-an-inside-look-at-updated-evaluations-of-agency-open-government-plans.html
http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2010/07/new-podcast-an-inside-look-at-updated-evaluations-of-agency-open-government-plans.html
http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2010/07/new-podcast-an-inside-look-at-updated-evaluations-of-agency-open-government-plans.html
http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100723/AGENCY04/7230303
http://www.federaltimes.com/article/20100723/AGENCY04/7230303
http://www.propublica.org/article/federal-agencies-bolster-transparency-plans
http://www.propublica.org/article/federal-agencies-bolster-transparency-plans
http://fcw.com/articles/2010/07/20/hhs-justice-ssa-sharply-improve-their-transparency-plans-says-watchdog.aspx
http://fcw.com/articles/2010/07/20/hhs-justice-ssa-sharply-improve-their-transparency-plans-says-watchdog.aspx

