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March 6, 2009

The Honorable Barack Obama

President of the United States

Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President:

We wish to inform you of the work and recent recommendations of the Public Interest Declassincation

Board (PIDB) regarding secrecy in Government and the status of the Govemment’s declassincation

effort. The Board is required by law to report to you, and we have a statutory mandate to promote “the

fullest possible public access to a thorough, accurate, and reliable documentary record of

signincant...national security decisions and...activities.” This mandate renects an underlying premise of

representative democracy: citizens’ access to information about Government is essential to their

informed decisions and their ability to hold elected ofncials accountable.

Our Board was heartened by your early statements and actions on openness in Government. Still, we
have to sound a note of alarm about how well the Government is doing in this area. In fact, we have

concluded that this fundamental principle of self-government is at risk and, without decisive action, the

situation is likely to worsen.

In December 2007, the Board issued its report, Improving Declassincation (enclosed). The following

recommendations are the most important:

0 Prioritize declassincation of records of major historical signincance.

Expedite declassincation of the records of former Presidents.

0 Establish a National Declassincation Center to streamline the inefncient and time-consuming

sequential processing of records with multiple equities and require agencies to participate.

0 Expand the uses and roles of historians, historical advisory boards, and interagency cooperative

history ofnces to prioritize declassincation reviews and to develop historical studies on selected

defense, intelligence, and foreign relations topics.

0 Develop means to declassify national security information of major historical signincance in

Congressional records under control of the Congress.

0 Develop the means to handle the ever-larger volumes of classined records produced in electronic

and other non-print forms.

When issued in 1995, Executive Order 12958, “Classined National Security Information,” envisioned that

most 25-year-old records could be automatically declassined with limited review. This has proven not to
be the case. Intensive effort pursuant to the Order has produced a mountain of over 400 million pages
housed at the National Archives and Records Administration but inaccessible to the public until further




