Why FOI Matters

Freedom of Information requests by regional journalists:
a case study in local democracy
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Three harmless words?

What he said in 1996:

"....information is power and any government's attitude
about sharing information with the people actually says a
great deal about how it views power itself and how it views

the relationship between itseIPand the people who elected
it..."

and in 2011:

"Freedom of Information....Three harmless words. | look at
those words as | write them, and feel like shaking my head
till it drops off my shoulders.

...You idiot. You naive, foolish, irresponsible nincompoop..... |
quake at the imbecility of it.

....Once | appreciated the full enormity of the blunder, | used
to say - more than a little unfairly - to any civil servant who
would listen: Where was Sir Humphrey when | needed him?"

(Blair, 2011, p516)
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Research Questions:

How and Wh}; do regional journalists use
FOI requests™

Has {_ournalists’ use of the Act changed
over time?
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So what?

It's interesting!

Lots of literature by and for journalists,
e.g. 'how to make a FOI request’ etc

But little research into the users of FOI

Journ”alists are the “most influential
users

TRVTH?
NP You FiLE

A FTREEDVOM
of INFORMATION
ACT REQUEST?







Coding method

Collected stories

via JPress archive

Started reading each one

Article subject = the code
i.e.crime

/] N

e,

a Clearly defined the

G G codes for reference

NS

Carried on until no new
codes came up
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Use increased over time

200
i IMPORTANT POINT!
Both coincide with
reviews of the Act which \
mu; proposed lowering cost
e limits and introducing
A charges.

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Yorkshire Post B Sheffield Star B Derbyshire Times
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Number of FOI 911 322 106
stories

Number of front 153 (16.8%) 45 (14%) 8 (7.5%)
page FOI stories
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Rob Waugh, ex-investigations
editor of The Yorkshire Post

“I've used it better over
time. Looking back now, I
would cringe at some of
the stuff I put in when the
Act first came in. Not
really understanding it as
much as I should have.”




Main types of stories

Council 11.3%
(staff, spending)

Types of stories across all publications

Public services 22.2%
(including NHS, police,
fire services)

Crime and
deviance
21.7%

M Education (7.58%) Il Public service (22.20%) Wl Crime (21.74%) B AboutFOI (7.11%) Il Safety (5.63%)

Government (8.05%) M Council (11.34%) Il Business (3.83%) Wl Welfare (3.83%) I Other (8.68%)
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3< The Star £ YORKSHIRE POST

J o IEZJ ™ coucmon HEATH  POUTICS  TRANSPORT - YOURSAY Polics ~ Crime  Tramsport  Educaion  Health  Envionment  Analysis
REVEALED: Sheffield Council refuse Sheffield Council pays £700,000 |
over a third of Amey-related FOI compensation bill for tree-felling i
requests delays .

3
4
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Main Findings:

Use of FOI-sourced stories has increased over the time surveyed (2011-16) and requests from
fly-fishing journalists have become more sophisticated

A mix of techniques works best: e.g. 'piggy-backing' on national stories and sending 'Round
Robins'

Crime, public services and council-related stories are the most popular topics for FOI requests

Journalists' use of FOI has shaped the Act itself: through campaigning for the Act to be extended

to cover private companies doing public business and the creation of case law (e.g. Rob Waugh v
Doncaster College 2007)

FOI has changed the relationship between journalists and public bodies, e.g. Press Officers are
using FOI as an excuse not to provide run-of-the mill information
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“People pushing the boundaries
are definitely using FOI the

best. Where people are asking
for correspondence and

internal emails, trying to get ,

beyond FOI requests that are

asking for amounts or certain ‘ -

figures.” |
Matt Burgess, FOI expert
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Any questions.....”
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W) @SHUClarke
@ 1MollyWilliams
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