Big Ideas in Freedom of Information

Sunshine Fest
Washington, D.C.
March 15-17, 2026

Overview
This document summarizes collaborative brainstorming sessions held by transparency experts at Sunshine Fest 2026 to address the challenges of accessing public information. The participants proposed structural reforms, such as establishing endowed state coalitions, hiring dedicated lobbyists, and creating independent ombudsmen to enforce records laws. Another major focus involves modernizing government technology to ensure agencies transition to digital systems that prioritize proactive disclosure over reactive processing. To broaden the movement’s reach, the experts suggested innovative public awareness campaigns using TikTok, celebrity influencers, and educational curricula for students. The notes also detail a wide variety of experimental "blue-sky" ideas ranging from FOIA-themed gaming to financial penalties for agencies that fail to meet transparency standards. Ultimately, the source serves as a comprehensive roadmap for transforming freedom of information into a more accessible and culturally relevant civic priority.

Two convenings
This report, synthesized by David Cuillier, director of the Brechner Freedom of Information Project, is based on brainstorming in two sessions at Sunshine Fest:
1. Two dozen FOI experts met 12-4 p.m. Sunday, March 15, to brainstorm ways of improving access to public records at the state and local level. They came up with 16 key suggestions, along with 92 additional blue-sky ideas, all listed toward the end of this attachment.
2. Individuals from the requester community and government met Tuesday, March 17, during Sunshine Fest in the final plenary session and competed in a big-idea brainstorm crowdsource competition. Each speaker had up to 60 seconds to provide one idea to improve government transparency. The crowd then voted on the top three winners. The list of all 36 ideas is provided below.
The results of these two sessions are more than 250 ideas provided below, following a summary produced through Google NotebookLM. Both lists of ideas were used by the AI tool to answer the question: “What are the most innovative idea for improving FOI processes?” Following is the AI summary (along with the opening Overview paragraph above, which was generated by the AI). In addition, a 20-minute “podcast” was created within a few minutes based on the two documents, also using NotebookLM. It picked up on quite a few themes, and seemed to be intrigued with such terms as “Dora the FOIA Explorer,” “Guillotine,” and “MuckRock.” This use of AI was applied to illustrate the potential for amplifying human ingenuity with technology to address the biggest challenges in freedom of information.
AI summary of the two big-idea lists (unedited)

Prompt:
“What are the most innovative ideas for improving FOI processes?”

Innovative ideas for improving Freedom of Information (FOI) processes span from radical legal reforms and technological integrations to unique educational and cultural shifts.

Accountability and Legal Reform
To ensure agencies comply with transparency requirements, several innovative legal structures have been proposed:
· FOI Small Claims Courts: Creating a specialized, low-cost court system (similar to small claims court) would allow requesters to resolve disputes quickly without expensive litigation.
· Personal Liability and Penalties: Implementing financial penalties for agencies that miss deadlines and establishing personal financial liability for government staff who act in bad faith to deny or destroy records.
· Public Records Juries: Using citizen juries to decide on FOI disputes or "de-exemption boards" to review withheld documents.
· "Release to One, Release to All": Automating the process so that once a record is released to one requester, it is automatically posted online for the public, eliminating paywalls and redundant requests.

Technological Innovations
The sources highlight the potential for technology to streamline burdensome processes:
· AI-Assisted Redactions: Utilizing Artificial Intelligence to assist human reviewers in identifying and applying redactions, which could significantly speed up processing times.
· Agency Chatbots: Placing chatbots in every agency to facilitate a direct dialogue between the public and the records office.
· Interoperable Systems: Building a government-wide FOIA data layer to replace siloed systems, allowing for shared data standards and cross-agency visibility into request statuses.
· National FOI Portals: Creating a centralized, comprehensive portal for all requests and released records, similar to models used in other countries.

Educational and Cultural Initiatives
Many experts believe the key to long-term FOI health is embedding it into civic culture:
· Mandatory School Requirements: Requiring 6th graders to learn about FOI and making it a high school graduation requirement to file an actual records request.
· FOIA Corps: Establishing a program modeled after the Peace Corps or AmeriCorps to send FOI fellows into communities to help local governments manage backlogs and train the public.
· Pop Culture Campaigns: Using TikTok challenges, FOI-themed Jeopardy shows, and even children's books (e.g., "Dora the FOIA Explorer") to make transparency a recognizable and valued concept.
· Scouting Badges: Creating official scouting merit badges for learning how to request and use public records.

Funding and Institutional Support
Novel funding models aim to provide FOI offices with the resources they need:
· The "PR Tax": For every dollar a government agency spends on public relations, a certain percentage (e.g., 50 cents) must be allocated toward FOIA processing.
· Endowed State Coalitions: Creating a national organization that provides annual operational support to endowed FOI coalitions in every state.
· "Escrow" for Requested Documents: Requiring agencies to move requested documents into a digital "escrow" once a request is made to ensure they are retained for at least a year so the requester has time to sue if necessary.





























Freedom of Information FOI Convening
David Cuillier, cuillierd@ufl.edu 
March 15, 2026

Two-dozen freedom of information experts met 12-4 p.m. Sunday, March 15, to brainstorm ways of improving freedom of information at the local level, hosted by the Brechner Freedom of Information Project and the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, with space and facilitation provided by the Radio Television and Digital News Association. The experts were randomly distributed into five breakout groups to come up with blue-sky ideas, report out with three ideas that might be more or less feasible, each on posterboard paper, and then offer comments with Post-It Notes on each other’s ideas. This summary records below the groups’ ideas, with Post-It-Notes comments listed as bullet points. At the end, 92 blue-sky ideas that didn’t make it are listed.

Group 1
1. Create organizational structure through endowed national organization with state-level coalitions, each led by FOI chairs at state universities.
· Legal clinics
· State coalitions must be independent and nonpartisan
· Is this insulated from academic requirements so they are focused on making an impact?
· State university conflict – definitely a conflict – NIL
· Who directs lobbying?
· Broaden coalition beyond journalism groups
· Coordinate with three streams of advocacy (sunshine, revenue, legal defense)
2. Focus on government, including independent ombudsman for state and federal agencies, required training (through American Society of Access Professionals) for FOI officers, and “escrow” accounts for requested docs.
· Yes – FOI requests should trigger automatic duty to retain at least a year so requester can sue.
· Legal protection for compliance.
3. Focus on education, including a nationwide FOIA Fest, free FOIA trainings for anyone year-round, FOI ratings per candidate, and include scouting badges for FOI (training youth to request records).
· Collaborate with girls state and boys state
4. Focus on pop culture, including: “Got Milk” ad campaign, TikTok army, TikTok challenge, FOI PSAs (focus on local impact), Jeopardy show where all questions are on FOI.
· Enlist YouTube content creators and podcasters
· Market the benefits of FOI
· Create a pop-culture icon – Transparency Man (Woman)!

Group 2
1. Modernize and improve agencies’ processes, and collaboration between agencies.
· Invest in training FOIA officers
· Modernize government record systems
· State-level MuckRock toolset
· Expand proactive posting/clean up data
· Digitize at the state level
· Collaboration/information sharing between agencies, shared infrastructures
· Build bridges between requesters and gov ecosystem (Code for America)
2. Increase education and increased resources for the public (requester side)
· FOIA Fair (aka Science Fair)
· MuckRock terminal in every library
· Connect citizen requesters with journalists or other sources who can further write/investigate
· Work with librarians!
· Curriculum for FOIA classes
· Early education on transparency
· FOIA children’s books
· FOIA beat reporters
· A “Secrecy beat” reporter in every statehouse
· Need rep from National Scholastic Press Association here
· Venture investment fund – apply for funding to innovate
· Super-skilled journalists
· State/local historical societies
· Include your FOIA journey within your article
· Genealogy expert
· Tap into states with mandatory civics – CA, IL, etc.
3. Funding (white hat) lobbyists, lawyers, journalists in every state
· Staff for civic engagement groups
· Funding press associations/local news coalitions and FOI coalitions
· Full time FOIA/press freedom/press economics staff in each state
· Coordinate three streams – sunshine, revenue, legal defense – for advocacy

Group 3
1. Standardization: Template government forms across geographies (such as police forms), government technology standardizes and is built around ease of production, and FOIA fee structures become based on cost in best-of-class, not actual foot-dragger cost (Prohibit government from spending dollars on government PR until there is zero FOIA backlog).
· Or eliminate fees altogether.
· Proactive disclosure can help.
2. FOIA Corps – like Peace Corps – sent into community to improve FOI work.
· FOIA fellows
· Government interns to help with backlogs
· Working in the government
· Training people in the community to use FOIA
· Cross-train with ethics/conflicts
· Include in Teach America
· Have volunteer reporter go into community to explain FOI local impact
3. Independent enforcement of FOI (examples: public records juries or de-exemption boards like declassification boards.
· Ref zoning laws boards
· Assess existing one for best practices
· Fee shifting and bonus if agency doesn’t comply
· PERSONAL financial liability for bad faith denial or destruction
· Iowa public info board exists
· Damages
· Access inspectors general
· FOIA small claims court
· Expedited enforcement
· State Bar complaint process for gov lawyers that habitually give bad faith advice

Group 4
1. Uniting a divided transparency with one voice: Sunshine Fest growth to build deeper bench; Test FOI messaging to see what resonates with citizens and different stakeholder groups; Bringing in new faces for the movement including influencers or other non-traditional groups; “You know about this because of public records” campaign and impact tracker; Reporting project templates.
· Jeff (Roberts) in every state
· Nationally known new faces of FOI
· Public awareness campaign “you know about this because of public records”
· Build a program that enables a state-by-state national “poster project” every year (every month?)
· Any newsroom can use the info fore reporting, they have to talk about transparency
· Coordinate or combine with the legal defense efforts and local news revenue people
· Work with civil rights groups to increase FOI awareness
· Every student submits a PRR before they graduate; add to curriculum
· Test our messaging around transparency to see what resonates with citizens
· Regular issue-based engagement campaigns with public
· Better messaging on FOI trade-offs – stop fear mongering!
· Major events that bring together state transparency actors
· Sunshine Fest times 10; build a deeper bench
2. Seeding and incubating transparency innovation across each state: Start with 10 states, see what lessons are learned and build from there; Explore different concepts and structures, mergers, better collaborations between existing supporters; Explore national coalition model – who is the central point for monitoring/sharing lessons; Goal of broadening stakeholders in every state.
· Have a Jeff (Roberts) in every state
· National coalition with a director in every state
· ACLU style engagement down to local level
· Transparency incubator
· Broaden our view of the constituencies – identify more stakeholders
· National and state-specific hotlines for FOIA assistance
· How do we make FOIA an issue that the NAACP advocates for
· When a young person comes up and says “I want to get involved in transparency work” we should have an answer
· Merger between state transparency orgs and state civic info coalitions – coordinate on programming
· More volunteer/IRL engagement opportunities that reach aligned fields – make it easy to get involved
· What conditions are best/worst? 
3. Shared tech services for broader transparency community: What can we build that will help share what Jeff (Roberts) has on his computer with others? How does pooling resources and shared tooling make it easier to collaborate? Broader community ahs access to instant answers; Lower barriers to access; Expert analysis on best practices and sharing that analysis with government agencies
· Work with journalism schools
· Community journalism training
· Funded editors for community journalists
· An 18F that helps state and local govs reimagine how they store information and make it accessible
· Inventory of existing tools
· Get government tools that default to open/best practices
· Git Hub repository with data (inventory)
· Create a centralized dev lab to build new tech tools
· Shared data management for FOIA info

Group 5
1. Government grant program: Requests online, post datasets, email repositories, FOIA officer training and empowerment; expedited release for breaking news/important events; FOIA docket/ombudsman/non-judicial enforcement; public record mapping/navigating.
· Put a “tax on government PR spending – for every $1 spent on PR, you must spend 50 cents on FOIA. Should this instead be a government surcharge?
· FOI-forward funding coalition
· Model curriculum
a. What is the enforcement mechanism?
2. Public awareness campaign. National/state campaign to provide: relevance, awareness, education; seminars, workshops, templates; civic literacy, repercussions, champions.
· Need young celebrities
· FOIA is non-partisan, bipartisan
· Ideas that build on these organizations resources already exist in some way?
· Carnegie/Pittsburgh library system may already be doing
· Need PR for different audiences
· Involve librarians!
3. Annual operational support for state coalitions (endowed): Full-time representative; full-time ED/staff; full-time lobbyists; requester FOIA fee fund; lawyer referral system; hotline promotion and use AI to help.
· Coordinate or merge with local news revenue people
· National org
· Template for coalition building
· AI tools – shared across government

Off-the-board ideas
The following 92 Post-It-Note ideas emerged from the initial brainstorming and did not get to the final stage, either because they were deemed low impact or might have appeared too challenging to become reality. However, some of these ideas might actually be worth pursuing!
1. Tax data brokers (or convince them to underwrite FOI funding)
2. FOI literacy requirement to graduate high school
3. FOIA athlete competitions
4. FOIA fairs in every school
5. FOIA Olympics competition
6. FOIA escrow requirement
7. Candidates for office have to take FOI training before running
8. Copy fee for FOI is a ratio tied to redactions (more redactions mean lower copy fees, since you are getting less information)
9. FOI candidate ratings
10. Ask presidential candidates FOI questions or debate
11. FOIA request trainings (free) for anyone year around
12. FOIA fest nationwide
13. Scouting badges for FOI
14. Reimagine public notices – make government advertise data
15. Micropayment for articles, paywalls
16. AI to suggest follow-up FOIAs on news stories
17. Money for lawyers 
18. FOIA public defenders
19. FOIA fee underwriting
20. FOI PSAs or YouTube/TikTok
21. Local highlights – water, etc.
22. New political party
23. Constitutional amendment for access and on fees
24. TV show with heroes doing FOI
25. FOI-AID concert series
26. FOIA Wordle week
27. FOI videogames (overcome govt)
28. Every fed agency has independent inspector general
29. Get AI companies to invest in fixing FOIA
30. Tax AI companies
31. FOI-only international organization
32. FOI chairs
33. Endowed coalitions in every state ($6 million each)
34. FOIA laws with teeth – and enforcement without litigation (independent enforcement)
35. Diversify the public access movement
36. Washington state’s is best transparency because of fee structure
37. Public records juries
38. Figure out successful FOIA lawyers business models
39. Partner with companies that maintain government data to make the information freely available
40. Template forms across geographies (such as police forms)
41. Fee structures not cost; based on best in class in the field
42. FOIA decision swap like journalism award judging swaps (judges from other counties hear the cases so they aren’t partial to local governments involved)
43. Libraries as FOI resource hubs – places where people can file
44. No agency can spend any money on public relations until they have a zero FOIA backlog
45. Manhattan Project of privacy education
46. FOIA kids books (Dora the FOIA Explorer)
47. 50 government secrecy beat reporters in 50 statehouses
48. Outreach to advocacy groups – match data to their area of interest
49. Standardize and mandate FOIA logs; model statutes
50. Work with your government groups – counties, municipalities, school boards allies when possible
51. Make government accept electronic payment for records
52. Open records expert witness directory
53. Empower FOIA officers – take lawyers/managers out of the equation
54. Dedicated funding to support government FOIA officers
55. Email repositories
56. Ombudsman office in every state
57. Map government records at the local level
58. Dedicated FOIA docket at lowest trial court level
59. Independent non-judicial lowest way to enforce
60. Public records fee fund
61. Money to get government to post data online
62. Put all requests online
63. Fast track info when a newsworthy event occurs
64. Universal fee shifting
65. Shared tech services for broader transparency community
66. Federalist Society but for transparency – build up a bunch of lawyers/judges who believe in transparency
67. Show 24 hour response time is practical
68. More lawsuits, more lawyers; too many newspapers don’t have lawyers anymore
69. Pass fee shifting in all states
70. Guillotines
71. Agencies default to proactive transparency for everything
72. Scarlet F
73. Civics education
74. National model where the states want to go, even local
75. Modernized records laws that anticipate the request for electronic records
76. FOIA hotlines
77. Fund executive director and additional staff
78. Paid lobbyists, offensive, not just defensive
79. Create better templates for requests
80. More money for student newspapers
81. Seminars and workshops between reporters and citizen requesters
82. Annual conference with all stakeholders
83. Stringent redaction requirements
84. Lobbying for ombudsman
85. Affirmative disclosure enforcement
86. Networking with content creators and influencers
87. Public shaming – grades, awareness, get the public pissed off
88. Seminars and workshops between reporters and government/FOIA officers
89. Funding public records reporting
90. Annual report on the states
91. Championing legislators who like transparency
92. Advertising campaigns (workshops, how-tos, how it is relevant)








Sunshine Fest Big-Idea Crowdsourcing Competition
March 17, 2026

	Name, affiliation
	Concise idea 30-60 seconds

	Erin Coyle, Arizona State
	First place, with 13 votes: Sixth graders required to learn about FOI

	Alex Walters, Michigan State
	Second place, with 12 votes: FOI small claims court

	Alex Howard, Civic Texts
	Third place, with 9 votes: Release to one, release to all - automatic (and no paywalls)

	Bob B., DC coalition
	Connecticut law - info tech built into system when bought

	Kirsten M., DC coalition
	16 states with no coalitions; grants to develop toolkits to form

	Will F.
	At least 1% of funding tied to records management/FOI

	Sarah K.
	Federal all-employees requirement for FOIA part of job

	Ethan W.
	More investment in records management

	Eliot (MITRE)
	Invest in skills and capacity of FOIA staff

	Berl B.
	Post outside of the FOI process - public to begin with

	Katie A.
	Independent enforcement with teeth (e.g., CT, OH, Mexico)

	Freddy M.
	Can't claim trade secrets for contractor work

	Jason B.
	Chatbots in every agency - so any requester can have dialogue

	Kristin W. WI
	WI follows FOI law, make Congress subject to FOIA

	Zahava
	Requirement of agencies to work with requesters

	Nate J.
	Get rid of deliberative process exemptions

	Mago
	FOIA reading room for FOIA logs internationally

	Alex W.
	FOI court (like small claims court)

	Margaret K.
	National FOI portal with everything (like Mexico had)

	Amy S.
	Uniform logo for every story based on records

	Gloria
	Onboarding public employees

	Ben C.
	Limit exemptions

	Provided online
	No residency requirements for state records requesting! 

	Provided online
	In addition to 6th grade discussion assignment, high school requirement to file a request.

	Provided online
	Consequences for programmatic or legal staff (not FOIA officers) at agencies for over withholding. 

	Provided online
	US to support UN adoption of the ICIC’s Berlin Principles for the Protection and Promotion of Access to Information Commissioners and then be the first country to set up Federal and State Commissioners that adhere to those principles 

	Provided online
	AI to be used to help by governments to help assist in redactions no to replace human review but to work hand in hand for all agencies 

	Provided online
	Requesters must work with agencies especially in terms of clarification.  Dialogue via phone way better usually than a series of correspondence to clarify 

	Provided online
	Legislative caps on fees for records. (I was once given an $80,000 invoice for emails.) 

	Provided online
	Create model legislation for local governments to implement.  Citizens could advocate for their city or county to embrace and implement this model legislation. 

	Provided online
	Civic education requirements should be required nationally especially in high schools. Though these classes, students should have to complete a FOIA request, attend public meetings and create a project at the end of the semester/year where students simplify information or processes of public information in whatever area or in any way they'd like.

	Provided online
	FOIA is required, but Congress never gives an earmarked, line item budget for federal agencies to implement. Congress could solve many issues by giving agencies the tools they need to process and reduce backlogs ($ resources) regarding a saltire that Congress promulgated!

	Provided online
	I think setting up virtual courts where journalists and civic actors could sue and get quick judgments might be helpful.
The second idea I wanted to pitch is having a global collaborative database that houses all FOIA requests and other related issues will help in knowledge sharing and address issues of duplications.

	Provided online
	My idea would be “Create model legislation for local governments to implement.  Citizens could advocate for their city or county to embrace and implement this model legislation.  The model legislation would include an faq and a “so what/why?” set of documents that would explain the upsides 

	Provided online
	FOIA case management systems operate in silos today — no shared data standards, no structured referral protocols, and no cross-agency visibility into request status or prior disclosures. Building interoperability across platforms would reduce redundant processing, accelerate multi-agency responses, and create the foundation for a government-wide FOIA data layer.

	Provided online
	The DNC recently sued DHS for refusing to honor their FOIA request. They waited 5 months for a response and DHS blamed it on the “Democratic” partial government shutdown, even though the government has not been shut down for 5 months. I’d like to see financial penalties to enforce accountability. 
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