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How to Ask Questions

• We will take questions at the end of the presentation.

• If you’re in the Zoom app, just click “raise hand” and we’ll call on you to ask your question.

• If you’re calling on a phone, just hit *9 (star-nine) to raise your hand, and you’ll hear a tone 

when you’ve been called upon.

• If your question isn’t answered, you can email it at the end of the session 

to info@thetransparencyfoundation.org or contact us at 

TheTransparencyFoundation.org/contact



About the Transparency Foundation

OUR MISSION:

The Transparency Foundation is a 501c3 nonprofit, nonpartisan organization committed to 
shining a light on public institutions to make them more transparent and accountable to the 
people they serve.

OUR PROGRAMS:

• Open Government Institute
• Government Performance Initiative
• Center for Public Finance 

Transparency

• Conflict Watch
• Center for Civic Engagement
• Confidence in Democracy Initiative



Demanding Public Records

You Have Rights to Obtain Government Documents

• Federal Government: The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)

• State and Local Government: California Public Records Act (CPRA)

What Is A Government Document?

• Anything already written – a report, an email, a text, a spreadsheet, a financial records, a 
check, a contract, a grant, etc.

Can The Government Deny You?

• No – they cannot in most cases. They MUST give you the documents you request.



Demanding Public Records

• There are some exemptions: some aspects of HR/personnel records, top-
secret information, information protected under privacy laws, etc.

• Documents that have been deleted/destroyed are no longer “records” – which is why record 
retention policies are so important!

• Government cannot charge you for collecting/compiling records. They can charge you for a 
“copy” of a record – but that’s why we ask for records in electronic format!

What If They Refuse?

• They WILL ignore you at first. Repeat the request.

• Don’t back down – assert your right to the records.

• Hire a lawyer: your legal fees are paid when you prevail. (NOTE: make sure your lawyer 
assesses probability of success and takes case on contingency)



Use a Template Letter

• We have boilerplate public records letters we 
provide that contain legal language to assert 
your rights.

Be As Specific As Possible:

• What topic(s) are you seeking records on.

• Do you know a record already exists? Specify 
that records (e.g. a copy of a contract with a 
consultant)

• Make sure you ask for all records – emails, 
backup documents, texts, financial records, etc.

• Provide date ranges if you are looking for a 
time period

Send it to:

• The PRA coordinator, General Counsel, and any 
program staff that are involved in the issue

Work with the Agency

• Be willing to work with the agency to “narrow” the 
request – and ask for their help. Explain what 
you are seeking and they may have a genuinely 
good idea on what record satisfies the request.

Making Public Record Requests



A Model 
PRA Letter

Dear NAME:

I am requesting access to records in possession or control of the County of San Diego, CA for the purposes of 

inspection and copying pursuant to the California Public Records Act, California Government Code § 6250 et seq. 

(“CPRA”), and Article I, § 3(b) of the California Constitution.

I am requesting an opportunity to inspect or obtain copies of public records and any electronic communications 

from staff that include information regarding the following topics for the period of July 1, 2021 and October 22, 

2021:

Query 1: Claims of Ballots Already Cast by Voters

Please provide any and all records, emails, correspondence, or data regarding reports and complaints of voters 

arriving at polling stations and being told they’ve already voted.

Query 2: Signature Verification and Rejection Process

Please provide any and all records, emails, correspondence, or data regarding

• signatures on envelopes containing ballots that were initially rejected

• signatures initially rejected on envelopes containing ballots that were cured

Query 3: Erroneous Ballot Issues

Please provide any and all records, emails, correspondence, or data regarding individuals who reported to your 

office that they had experienced any of the following issues:

• Received duplicate ballot

• Received ballots of person no longer living at address

• Received ballots of person never at address

• Received ballot of deceased voter

• Received a ballot at their address in another state but informed your office they no longer reside in California

Please provide a count for the number of ballots returned to your office as undeliverable by the US Postal Service.



A Model 
PRA Letter,
Cont.

If you contend that any portion of the records requested is exempt from disclosure by express provisions of law, 

Government Code § 6253(a) requires segregation and redaction of that material in order that the remainder of the 

records may be released.

If you contend that any express provision of law exists to exempt from disclosure all or a portion of the records I 

have requested, Government Code § 6253(c) requires that you notify me of the reasons for the determination not 

later than 10 days from your receipt of this request. Government Code §§ 6253(d) & 6255(b) require that any 

response to this request that includes a determination that the request is denied, in whole or in part, must be in 

writing and include the name and title of the person(s) responsible for the City’s response.

Government Code § 6253(d) prohibits the use of the 10-day period, or any provisions of the CPRA or any other 

law, “to delay access for purposes of inspecting public records.”

In responding to this request, please keep in mind that Article 1, § 3(b)(2) of the California Constitution expressly 

requires you to broadly construe all provisions that further the public’s right of access, and to apply any limitations 

on access as narrowly as possible.

As we would like to work with your office to make our research request into these issues as easy as 

possible for you and your staff, if I can provide any clarification that will help expedite your attention to my 

request, please contact me at Jordan@capitolmedia.co.

I ask that you notify me of any duplication costs exceeding $150 before you duplicate the records so that I may 

decide which records I want copied. Thank you for your timely attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Jordan Gurnett

Executive Director

mailto:Jordan@capitolmedia.co


• What political groups are receiving grants and contracts?

• Do they lobby? Do they engage in political activities?

• Are there deliverables? What are the rates for 
deliverables vs. fair market?

• What campaign contributors (union and businesses) are 
receiving contracts and project approvals?

• Case Study: San Diego County’s $6M in taxpayer funds to 
Left-Wing political groups

Follow-the-Money Investigations



Wasteful 
Spending

What is the government agency 
spending money on?

• Mission Test: Does it reflect their 
core mission? Does it duplicate other 
agencies?

• Appropriateness: Is it appropriate 
for government to pay for this?

• Cost Comparisons: What is the 
cost-per-unit? How does that 
compare with the market or other 
government agencies?



Conflicts of 
Interest

Are politicians and government officials 
inappropriately benefitting from their positions?

• Form 700s: Every government official 
MUST file a “Statement of Economic 
Interests” online

• Govt. Code 1090: State law that prohibits 
self-interested actions by state and local 
officials (see: FPPC.ca.gov for more details)

• Investigate: What positions are taken that 
are suspicious? Connect-the-dots to family 
or future work.



Whistleblower 
Protection

• Protect Your Sources! PERIOD.

• You have a moral obligation to keep them safe and their identity confidential

• State Law Protects Whistleblowers

The California Whistleblower Protection Act (the "Act") protects every state and local government 
employee who files a complaint from suffering any retaliation by his or her state employer for having 
made the complaint. The Whistleblower Protection Act forbids every official and employee from 
retaliating or attempting to retaliate against any employee or applicant for employment who reports an 
improper activity. Retaliation includes intimidation, the denial of appointment or promotion, a threat of 
adverse action, a poor performance evaluation, involuntary transfer, or any form of disciplinary action.



Helpful Resources

TransparentCalifornia.org – salaries and benefits for every state and 
local government employee

Need Advice or Help?

Email: info@TheTransparencyFoundation.org



How to Ask Questions

• If you’re in the Zoom app, just click “raise hand” and we’ll call on you to ask your question.

• If you’re calling on a phone, just hit *9 (star-nine) to raise your hand, and you’ll hear a tone 
when you’ve been called upon.

• If your question isn’t answered, you can email it at the end of the session 
to info@thetransparencyfoundation.org or contact us at 

TheTransparencyFoundation.org/contact
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