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There are many fine organizations and individuals represented at this very important conference and I’d like to thank the National Archives and Jay Hamilton of the Dewitt Wallace Center for Media and Democracy for bringing everyone together. 

Practically from the beginning of recorded human history, there have always been the keepers of the secrets, also known as “the powers that be,” and “outside” seekers of the secrets, sometimes also known as “the people,” whatever their organizational affiliations or precise motivations. There has always been a struggle for information and truth, and there always will be. 

Here in this country, in the nuclear age, in a national security state with more than 60 years of entrenched secrecy, internal layers of arbitrary and self-perpetuating limitations on the public’s access to information, we now have a nearly impenetrable and unaccountable morass of massive over-classification. This situation was substantially exacerbated by the attacks on September 11, 2001, in which hundreds of Freedom of Information Act laws throughout the nation were weakened or rescinded in the months afterwards. 

We all know that access to independent, accurate and timely information, by citizens, by consumers, is utterly essential in order to hold government or any other public or private institution accountable. However, that is not possible today for most of Planet Earth’s more than six billion people; only slightly more than one-third of the nations in the world actually have freedom of information laws, however well implemented, and less than one-fifth of the world’s “inhabitants live in countries with a free press.”1 
Despite that grim reality, freedom of expression and information has long been recognized as a universal human right, especially in the United States. The principal author of the Declaration of Independence and our third President, Thomas Jefferson, famously wrote a decade before his death, “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.”2
Unfortunately, from that laudable sentiment it took 150 years for the United States of America to develop and enact a Freedom of Information Act, and even then, the pinnacle of American political power and activity, the White House and the Congress, were exempted from the requirements of the law, as they are today.

Presidential administrations come and go, and the current incumbent, President Barack Obama, on occasion has waxed earnestly about the need for transparency, which “promotes accountability and provides information for citizens about what their government is doing.” And while there have been some voluntary releases of massive quantities of macro data, which of course is always welcome, the Associated Press recently found that “despite an increase in requests, the Obama administration is releasing fewer records under the Freedom of Information Act than the Bush administration did,” which is stunning.3
At the Investigative Reporting Workshop at the American University School of Communication, we have been frustrated by the unnecessary obstructionism, the arbitrary denials of information heretofore available, the usual massive blacked out portions of documents about important subjects of great pubic interest, unreasonably denied fee waiver requests and exorbitant charges required for access to what should be public information, etc.  
Indeed, we have become so frustrated that Workshop founding senior editor and veteran journalist and professor Wendell Cochran has begun a new blog entitled “Exemption 10.” As he explained in the first post, “The Freedom of Information Act, first passed in 1966, contains nine exemptions that give agencies the power to withhold inform ation. But 45 years of experience show that it often seems there is an unwritten 10th exemption, which can be broadly characterized as, “We don’t want to give it to you.”

As the name might imply, we are going to pay particular attention to the frustrations that journalists and others encounter when they try to use FOIA. However, we want to acknowledge, up front, that many committed public servants throughout government are doing their best to comply with both the letter and spirit of the law. We will highlight their efforts, as well.”
A large part of the Exemption 10 problem has to do with the increasing numbers and layers of political appointees throughout the bureaucracy, particularly the number of public affairs people always on message from on high, the White House. We concur with the recent assessment made by journalists Charles Ornstein and Hagit Limor recently noted in the Washington Post, “over the years, political appointees have built up a message-control machinery that has taken on a life of its own, becoming so unwieldy that it chews up even the most routine requests for information. The Obama administration, despite its pledges of transparency, has instead perpetuated and built upon this system.”

With at least 60 people managing the media and the message, the Obama White House press operation appears to be the largest, most technologically advanced and most centralized in U.S. history. According to journalist Michael Wolff, “These people in this White House are in greater control of the media than any administration before them.”4
Amidst this difficult, Sisyphusian landscape, it has been the role of investigative reporting nonprofit organizations I have founded and led to extricate as much publicly relevant information from the government as humanly possible, going to court if necessary, and to then place it online for the public to see as quickly as possible. 

At the Center for Public Integrity, for the first time in journalism history, we posted every available financial disclosure form for state legislators in the nation, more than 7,400 elected officials, and collaborated with 45 newspapers in 45 states to identify literally hundreds of inherent conflicts of interest. We obtained and published a list of all overnight White House guests in President Bill Clinton’s first year in office, and published a report, Fat Cat Hotel, about how major Democratic Party donors were rewarded with overnight stays in the Lincoln Bedroom.

The Center helped to pioneer the early use of online searchable databases and documents, posting everything from independent political organization “527” data to tobacco company documents obtained in Britain and analyzed by journalists on five continents, which revealed British American Tobacco was illegally smuggling cigarettes across borders in order to avoid millions of dollars in customs duties. 

We culled through hundreds of thousands of state and federal records in 1996, 2000 and 2004 and posted “Top Ten Career Patron” lists for every major White House aspirant, which we closely analyzed and published in The Buying of the President books. 

In 2003, weeks before the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the Center posted secret draft “Patriot II” legislation, and in October, for the first time in any American armed conflict, the Center posted all of the known U.S. war contracts in Iraq and Afghanistan. Windfalls of War first identified that Halliburton and its then-subsidiary Kellogg Brown & Root had received by far the most money from those contracts, and it won the first George Polk Award for Internet Reporting. In this instance, 20 researchers, reporters and editors worked for six intense months, filed 73 Freedom of Information Act requests and we also successfully sued the Army and State Department in U.S. District Court, in order to publish this information and update it in 2004. 
The Investigative Reporting Workshop began publishing major investigative stories in partnership with national media outlets in March 2009 and since then has published 16 national investigative news stories, not counting periodic updates, partnering with or our work covered by the PBS program Frontline, msnbc.com, Financial Times, ABC World News Tonight, the New York Times, the Washington Post, Politico, McClatchy newspapers and others. Workshop reporting has been read by more than 1 million unique visitors on our website in the first two years of operation. Already the Workshop is the largest university-based investigative reporting center in the United States, and the only one in the nation’s capital.
For two years, amidst the Great Recession, Wendell Cochran’s unprecedented and very popular BankTracker project, in partnership with msnbc.com, has taken and analyzed Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) data for all 8,000 banks in this country and posted it quarterly on the Workshop site, which he has also expanded to include some 8,000 credit unions from separate data. On the eve of publishing the first story, the American Bankers Association urged us not to do it, for fear there might be a run on banks. The New York Times had had similar misgivings and had decided not to proceed. We did, there was no run on any bank, and the project has since received a national journalism award. Now the Wall Street Journal has also started periodically presenting the data.

Veteran award-winning reporter John Dunbar of the Workshop recently posted public and private data showing broadband service prices and speed for the Washington, D.C. metropolitan region, revealing major “digital divide” disparities between urban, suburban and rural neighborhoods. Stay tuned for further refinements to this pioneering work that we hope to replicate nationally. 

Our Frontline production staff had close encounters of the worst kind, which producer Catherine Rentz recently chronicled, with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) in the research gathered for our recent documentary called Flying Cheaper about how major airlines outsource maintenance overseas. 

We have many other investigative projects in the pipeline, all of which involve federal or state government documents which we are attempting to obtain and glean the essential information from, before posting it all on the web for the American people to see. This work is time-consuming, expensive purely in terms of the cost of labor alone, and requires great analytical skill in discerning the important from the mundane. We could not attempt to do this work without the philanthropic support of foundations and individuals. More broadly, of course, the entire freedom of information community and culture of collaboration is invaluable to us, and vitally necessary in this imperfect representational democracy of ours.

Centuries ago the great Italian astronomer Galileo Galilei wrote, “All truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; the point is to discover them.” For peoples throughout the world, this has always been a formidable challenge with potentially huge consequences, and it certainly remains so today. 
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{A national investigative journalist for the past 30 years, Charles Lewis is a tenured professor of journalism and since 2008 the founding executive editor of the Investigative Reporting Workshop at the American University School of Communication in Washington, D.C. He is the founder of The Center for Public Integrity and several other nonprofit organizations}.
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