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Governments run on data. Almost everything a city or county or school district does, from collecting fees to processing permits to paying employees, depends on carefully organized data. Most of that data is public. Here’s how to get it.
1. Find out what data they keep and how they keep it:

a) Ask them. When you start covering a government agency, one of the first things you should do is to ask the people in charge how the agency works. Databases are a key part of every agency’s work. Some databases, like payroll, are a given; nobody cranks out paychecks by hand anymore. Others are required by law (school attendance, student demographics and test scores). Still others are essential business tools; a city building department, for example, has to track the progress of hundreds of construction permits at a time.

b) Study the agency’s forms and formatted reports. If a government uses a form to gather information from the public, it almost certainly is putting the contents of that form into a database. If a government provides updated reports to the public or its board in the same format month after month (including website tables), it certainly is extracting that information from a database.

c) Talk with the employees who collect and analyze the data. How often is the data updated? How complete is it? How accurate do they think it is? Databases are never perfect; in older databases, it’s common to find fields that haven’t been routinely filled in for years.
d) Ask what software they use. Databases typically are stored in one of a handful of products: Oracle, Microsoft SQL Server, Microsoft Access and mySQL are among the most widely used. Smaller datasets often are stored in Microsoft Excel. Geographic data most often is stored in ArcGIS. You don’t need the same software to analyze the agency’s data: Every database software product can export and import data to and from a text file (with the three letter extension “.txt”) or a comma-separated variable file (“.csv”).
e) Ask for the record layout, sometimes called the data dictionary. This is the blueprint of the database. It tells you what the fields are. If any field contains codes, the record layout also tells you what those codes mean.

2.  Ask informally for the data.

a) Don’t write a letter. Talk with them first. Hold their hand. They probably haven’t gotten a request like this. But it’s really no different than a request to see their correspondence file or claims register or vendor bills. It’s all public information.
b) Be prepared to compromise. If you’ve spent some time studying the database, you know what you really need and what you can magnanimously offer to give up to make their lives easier.

c) Be persistent. In California and many other states, public records legally are presumed to be available to the public. If summaries of the database appear in public reports or on the agency’s website, the underlying data is most likely public too. (Important exception: data on individual children.)

3. Write a request, citing your state public records law or, for federal agencies, the Freedom of Information Act.

a) All 50 states and the District of Columbia include electronic records in their public records laws, either explicitly or through court rulings. That’s according to a study cited by the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press.

b) Tell the agency in your letter that you believe the records can be produced at little or no cost. The law allows them to charge “the direct cost” of producing a copy. Remember, they don’t have to use paper and toner to copy a database; CDs are cheap, and e-mail is free. The Register has gotten most of its databases for little or nothing. If you think there will be a charge, tell them in writing how much you’re prepared to pay (after getting your editor’s approval).

c) Don’t ask for a new record. Ask them for something they already have. If they can interpret your letter as a request to create a record, they can – and will – try to bill you.
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