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LITTLE ROCK – When the Arkansas legislature enacted the state Freedom of Information Act in 1967 it was immediately labeled as one of the strongest and most comprehensive in the country.
Since then it has earned the nickname, "the people's law," because it has been so effective in allowing citizens to learn how their tax dollars are spent.

Many people have an inaccurate impression that the FOI is only meant to protect freedom of the press. That impression may have arisen because newspapers and other media often file high-profile FOI cases. It's wrong to assume the FOI protects only the interests of the press, however, because equally as often it's used for the benefit of ordinary citizens.

The FOI is invaluable in a two party system of government. In Arkansas the law has been used by aldermen, quorum court members and school board members who sought uncover how their governing bodies functioned. When they were denied access to records, contracts and financial papers they relied on the FOI. Consequently they were allowed to inspect the public documents.
Under the Arkansas FOI, there is a broad assumption that all records kept in public offices are open to the public. The law lists 16 exceptions, such as personal income tax records, medical records, grand jury minutes, undisclosed law enforcement investigations, adoption files and the grades of students at public schools, colleges and universities.
A specific exemption protects the private financial records of businesses in the possession of the state Economic Development Department. Companies provide sensitive financial information to the department in order to qualify for tax incentives. The department must keep those files confidential since their release could give competitors an unfair economic advantage.

Personnel records of government employees have a few exceptions, for example, social security numbers and health insurance files. If a government employee is disciplined or terminated because of poor job performance, that must be a public record. Governing bodies, such as school boards, can meet in private in executive session to discuss an individual's job performance, but any action the governing body takes must be done in public after the executive session is over. 

The Supreme Court has ruled that in disputes over personnel records, a government employee's right to privacy must be weighed against the public's right to know how well that employee performs his official duties. Courts have ruled that citizens have a right to know how well public tax dollars are spent on that employee's salary.

Public agencies must allow citizens reasonable access to public records, for example, the cost of photocopies may not be exorbitant.

The guiding philosophy is that people pay taxes to government and therefore they have every right to know how those taxes are spent. Corporations have the same rights of access to government records as private citizens, in fact, businesses probably use the FOI as much or more often than individuals.

A person's motivations are irrelevant. If you ask to see a public document, you don't have to disclose any reasons. 
