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IPA honors top access offenders with “Worsty Awards”

SPRINGFIELD — The Illinois Press Association today identified the worst offenders in the state when it comes to the Illinois Open Meetings Act and the Illinois Freedom of Information Act.

News reports throughout the year show that the governor’s office has a tendency to make claims without releasing supporting documentation. While those stories make statewide news, many of the worst offenses were local issues including the Niantic Village Board, which liked to schedule after-meeting meetings at Uncle Monkey’s and other drinking establishments.

IPA Board Member Larry Green, president/publisher of Pioneer Press newspapers and chairman of the IPA’s government relations committee said the “Worsty Awards” were created to underscore the importance of compliance with the two laws.

“Despite increased vigilance by our organization, the Attorney General’s office and other watchdog groups, the abuses of these two access laws continues to escalate,” Green said. “These ‘awards’ identify the worst offenders each year. We hope that this will help to curtail future abuses.”

While only 10 violators in each category were  identified, there are hundreds of examples throughout the state, said Doug Ray, president and CEO of the Daily Herald in Arlington Heights and president of the IPA. “Despite all the work that this organization (the IPA) does to combat abuses of both the OMA and FOIA, the problem continues to spiral out of control,” Ray said.

Dave Bennett, executive director of the IPA, announced the awards as part of the association’s annual news-editorial convention. The IPA has worked to help educate people about these acts, but the violations don’t seem to be decreasing, he said. “Perhaps these awards will bring enough notoriety and embarrassment to the violators that it will help to stem the tide of this dangerous trend,” he said.

P. Carter Newton, publisher of The Galena Gazette and president-elect of the IPA, noted that as a private association, the IPA doesn’t have the authority to hold violators accountable. “But at least we can identify the abusers,” he said. “These awards call attention to the most serious violations that occur each year in a way that represents a form of reprimand to the violators.”

The 2006 top 10 lists will be available for download on the IPA’s Web site at www.illinoispress.org.

The IPA is the largest state newspaper association in the United States with more than 600 daily and weekly newspaper members.

Freedom of Information Worsty honorees

1. Trust me


Governor Rod Blagojevich claims the state has saved $5.3 million by reducing its fleet of cars, according to the study. But the governor isn’t releasing the study. Newspapers have pointed out that the Virginia-based firm that did the study contributed $25,000 to the governor’s campaign and has a $60,000 no-bid extension on a state contract. They also have pointed out that previous savings were inflated, according to the Auditor General’s office and that the “savings” preceded an $8 million expense for police cars.

2. A “hire” power


After the governor’s office was criticized for its hiring practices, veterans organizations requested information regarding eligibility lists so they could see if veterans or minorities were skipped over. The governor’s office has withheld the information citing non-specific “privacy laws.”

3. Problem? What problem?


Harvey city officials hit on a unique way to hide its fiscal problems. Don’t do the paperwork. When local newspapers couldn’t get financial information from the city, they found that required paperwork hadn’t been filed with the state. When the Daily Southtown in Chicago finally received payroll records, only two weeks worth of the three years requested were delivered.

4. Shhhh!

A Des Plaines alderman was accused of sexual harassment by a former city employee, but the lawsuit was dropped following a secret settlement. The Journal & Topics Newspapers sought details of the settlement through the FOIA. “Elected officials … need to step up to the plate and represent the interest of those they serve. Stop hiding behind a veil of secrecy,” an editorial in The Niles Journal pleaded.

5. Those pesky reporters


In East St. Louis, School District 189 balked at disclosing the salary of its new superintendent. “I’m not comfortable disclosing salary,” a spokesman said. “That’s up to her to do.” Actually, the Belleville News-Democrat pointed out, it’s the law.

6. Freedom of information law is black and white


When a Benton attorney asked the city of Springfield for documents relative to the ratio of minority employees hired by the city, his request was denied on the belief that he wanted to use the information in a pending lawsuit. He represents black employees of the city and was involved with three discrimination lawsuits, according to The State Journal-Register, Springfield.


A circuit court upheld the denial although the attorney said he did not want the information for his lawsuits and that a federal judge already ruled that the information could not be used in the pending lawsuits. The 4th District Appellate overturned the circuit court decision and said that the city cannot deny information to one person that it would be required to release to someone else.

7. University seeks to shield personnel contracts


The Anna Gazette-Democrat and The Southern Illinoisan, Carbondale, were denied access to employment contracts of SIUC President Glenn Poshard and four other university employees.  In denying the request, the university cited an “invasion of privacy” exemption.  The attorney representing the newspapers said that the state constitution requires disclosure of any contract that requires public funding.

8. Whose line-item is it, anyway?


State Representative Ron Stephens and State Senator Christine Radogno were forced to file a freedom of information request in an attempt to identify $500 million in unidentified money from the 2006 state budget.  Most of the money that Stephens and Radgno wanted to know about was listed in the budget as being for grants and loans to the Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity….but the budget did not specify the purposes of the grants and loans.

Stephens and Radgno stated that they did not want unspecified monies to be used by the Governor’s administration in a “political way”.  The Governor announced a week earlier that he was directing $5 million in the state budget to stem-cell research.  The money came from a budget line item for “medical programs”.
9. Prison study under lock and key


State Senator John O. Jones filed a FOI request for a copy of a highly publicized prison staffing study.  The Illinois Department of Corrections had ignored each of Jones’s earlier requests for a copy of the $440, 000 study.  In denying the request, the Department of Corrections admitted that it was “revising” or “adding to” the original report as submitted by the Harvey M. Rose Accountancy Corp.

10. The cancer keeps growing


When the Southern Illinoisan in Carbondale wanted to know whether neuroblastoma, a malignant, cancerous tumor that affects mostly infants and young children, was occurring in clusters, they sought geographic information about the disease from the Illinois Department of Public Health. That was in 1997.


The Southern Illinoisan prevailed in its lawsuit compelling the release of that information, but it took nearly nine years. The IDPH told the newspaper that it was trying to protect patient confidentiality, but the Southern Illinoisan said it never had any intention of disclosing the identities of anyone.

Open Meetings

1. Monkey business


The Niantic village president wanted to stop monkey business after board meetings.  According to the Decatur Herald & Review, the village president informed the Macon County State’s Attorney Office that some members of the village board routinely head to local taverns such as Uncle Monkey’s or Christine’s after regularly scheduled meetings.

A March 2006 meeting notice announced that some members of the board “may go Christine’s or Uncle Monkey’s after a regularly scheduled meeting and that village business may be discussed during the purely social gathering.”

Board members believed that by notifying everyone of a possible “meeting after the meeting”, they had complied with the open meetings law.  In recent notices, they had even included an agenda of sorts, with agenda items that included photos of recent vacations.

2. Open and shut case


The Daily Chronicle in DeKalb said that its City Council tried to take care of Open Meetings requirements by simply opening the door during a closed session, taking a vote, and then closing the door again. A review of the meetings minutes validated the claim, which was criticized by Terry Mutchler, public access counselor with the Attorney General’s office. “Opening a door doesn’t automatically open a meeting,” she said.

3.  I hate it when that happens

Gov. Rod Blagojevich’s hate crimes commission attempted to meet without the press to provide a “safe environment” where commissioners could “air their opinions and have a constructive discussion,” according to the Chicago Sun-Times. The media would be given an agreed-upon press release following the meeting. Attorney General Lisa Madigan said such a meeting would be illegal.

4. Closed encounters of the worst kind


In August, the Wednesday Journal reported that, “The more we cover Triton College, the more concerns we have.”  Minutes from the past 22 monthly public meetings of the Triton College Board of Trustees revealed no reporting of any of the closed door meetings.  In addition, the board had not recorded any roll call votes required for going into closed session.

5. The state of delusion


The DeKalb City Council makes the list again. It scheduled a “state of the city” meeting and invited 175 people, but not the public. The Daily Chronicle reported that the mayor said the meeting is about “things that we’ve accomplished … It’s really not an official meeting.” He added that there was no room for the public to attend.

6. Step closer to the mic, please


The Daily Journal, Kankakee, reported that the City Council attempted to ban taping of council and committee meetings. The effort was ditched after Terry Mutchler, public access counselor, informed the city that it could not prevent the taping of a public meeting.

7. Crowd control


According to a Caledonia resident the Village of Caledonia deviated from the established practice of holding village board meetings in the garage of Caledonia Fire Station by moving a March 2006 meeting to a smaller office space next to the fire station.   

The move came on an evening when the village was to discuss a controversial proposed subdivision development.  When asked by the Belvidere Republican if maybe the board didn’t realize they would have a big crowd the concerned citizen replied that the president of the village board felt like she needed the sheriff to be there.  “You can’t say you had no idea (there would be a big crowd) when you thought to have a deputy stand behind you the entire meeting.” 

8. Who’s on first?


The News-Democrat, Bellville, reported in March, that the Stookey Township trustees may have violated state law by voting secretly to approve purchases totaling nearly $3 million in property for a future park.  

 
Some township leaders said purchases were discussed in closed session, and then meetings were moved to open session for votes on purchases.  Others said they did not realize votes in open session are necessary.  Still others are unsure of the status of the sessions in which votes were taken.

9. Acting secretly in public


District 181 School Board members in Clarendon Hills and Hinsdale came out of closed session and voted on “approval of all certified items and classified items …” According to the Clarendon Hills Doings, the board president said that’s the way business has always been done, with no public acknowledgement of what the board was voting on.

10. A meeting is a meeting is a meeting

The Villa Park president created a committee to review the village’s budget and to make recommendations, but failed to post the meetings and said that they were closed to the media. She told the Lombard Spectator that the committee was a “blue ribbon committee” and that the meetings were a “retreat.”

When questioned about the legality of closing a committee meeting to the public, the village board president stated that the committee would go public, “when the recommendations come out,” but no sooner.  To add insult to injury the village board president proclaimed to the newspaper that the new budget review process would not be open to the press or the public in the future.
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