EZ RE

THE WASHINGTON POST - WEDNESDAY, MARCH 20, 2024

A visual guide on how to FOIA

BY NATE JONES AND EMILY JOYNTON

Every day, Washington Post reporters use public records to inform people about our communities and hold
powerful people and governments accountable. Government records have helped expose the role of drug
companies in the opioid crisis and showed how U.S. officials misled the public about the war in Afghanistan.

As The Post’s Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) director, my job is to help reporters file requests for those

documents — and win them. Now, I’'m sharing my best strategies, tips and secrets in this handy guide.
Do you have a question, comment or FOIA idea? Email RevealingRecords@washpost.com.

Federal records are governed by the Freedom of Information Act,
or FOIA. Each state has its own version of the law.

Find out which state or federal agency
has the records you want.

BTW: You can't
FOIA Congress or
the federal courts.

You can request
presidential records five
years after the person
leaves office.

Nate Jones
Lawyer and
Post journalist

[+ can feel infimidating,
but it's easy to Google!

STEP3

Draft and file your request. Be specific, so it's
easier for officials to find the records. Ask [~ » 4
that any denials be in writing and include a e L
legal justification for their decision — and
what you'd need to do to appeal or sue. After you file, get a tracking
number for your request.
Don't hesitate to follow up!

I'ma cg”ing to
get an estimated
date of completion

for my request.

where these
records are!

OFten the

squeaky requester
gets Hhe grease!

The Freedom of Information
Act has helped expose
wrongdoing and check
government power.

As The Washington Post's FOIA
director, | help reporters get as many
government records as they can.

3r2P4

Decide what to request. Most laws only cover existing records. Try
asking for completed forms, contracts, databases, memos and reports.

Check if they're already publicly available.

Requests for emails must be specific — include

the account, date range and key words. They
could take longer to process or be exempt.

NO 'FJ'SI'I'!MQ’I
expeditions Il

You get your records!
Congratulations. How you
use them is up to you.

7 US. Code §4908c)
—_——

Or agencies may deny

your request, say “no
records exist” or redact

information.

FOIA requests

can be baftles.

The Fight isnt over:

The federal

government has over

150 exemptions —

Are you sure you
want +o sign off on
this denial?

ST2PY

| order the
records released

without redactions... .
r | 1 ‘

Appeal any full or
partial denial. Send

a letter explaining

I've already
gotan idea formy
hext FOIA request!
AND or +he agency
10 pay e requestecs
OK, we'll g;
why you believe the a :;f re?tz:i-?:u
agency was wrong to
use the exemptions
they cited.

aftorney fees!

If the appeal fails, consider a lawsuit. The Post has sued to
win the release of important records.

even one for records
about watermelon

handling.

Requesting public records can be tricky,

but it's worth the fight to keep a watchful eye
on what your government is up to.




