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Access to Records from the Federal Government

If you are seeking records held by the United States government, you will need to become familiar with the
Freedom of Information Act ("FOIA"), which was enacted in 1966. FOIA provides access to the public records
of all departments, agencies, and offices of the Executive Branch of the federal government, including the
Executive Office of the President. FOIA does not cover the sitting President, Congress, or the federal judiciary.
For information on accessing information from these sources, see the Access to Presidential Records, Access to
Congress, and Access to Courts and Court Records sections of this guide, respectively.

FOIA requires federal agencies to:

1. Provide access to their records and information, barring certain exceptions;

2. Suffer penalties for refusing to release covered information;

3. Appoint a FOI officer charged with responding to information requests; and

4. Publish agency regulations and policy statements, including their rules for handling FOIA information
requests, in the Federal Register.
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The heart of FOIA is a "FOIA request": a written notice to the FOIA officer of a federal agency stating which
records you are seeking. You should be forewarned, however, that although FOIA is a powerful tool for getting

government information, it involves a rather complicated set of procedures. Before you file a request, you should

spend some time reviewing each of the sections listed below. Click on one of the following sections to get

started:

e Who Can Request Records Under FOIA: Explains who is eligible to make a FOIA request.

e What Records Are Available Under FOIA: Describes what kinds of records can be requested, which

agencies are covered, and what records are exempted.

e How to Request Records Under FOIA: Outlines the steps you should follow in making a request, and
explains the procedures the government must follow in responding to a request.

e What Are Your Remedies Under FOIA: Describes the courses of action you can take to enforce your

rights if you believe that your request has been wrongly denied.
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We are looking for contributing authors with expertise in media law, intellectual property, First Amendment, and
other related fields to join us as guest bloggers. If you are interested, please contact us for more details.

Disclaimer

Information in this guide is based on general principles of law and is intended for information purposes only; we
make no claim as to the comprehensiveness or accuracy of the information. It is not offered for the purpose of
providing individualized legal advice. Use of this guide does not create an attorney-client or any other
relationship between the user and the Digital Media Law Project or the Berkman Center for Internet & Society.
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content on this site is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License:
Details.

Use of this site is pursuant to our Terms of Use and Privacy Notice.
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