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Editorial: Study Is Public Record

The city of  Alamogordo is stretching an exemption to the state’s open records law to the breaking
point  — and beyond — in taking the posit ion that a nearly $50,000 study of  the Department of
Public Safety can be hidden from the public.

City Attorney Stephen Thies says the study contains the consultant ’s opinion of  employees,
management and operat ions and therefore can be kept secret .

However, New Mexico Foundat ion for Open Government execut ive director Gwyneth Doland says
that exemption is meant to provide conf ident iality to items like let ters of  recommendat ion for job
applicat ions and annual performance reviews that are kept in individual personnel f iles, “not … to
provide blanket secrecy for a $50,000 comprehensive study of  the Alamogordo Department of
Public Safety.”

While it  is possible some limited port ions could be subject  to redact ion, claiming the ent ire
document can be withheld f rom public inspect ion is ludicrous.

The city’s posit ion is terrible public policy, a terrible interpretat ion of  the law and likely to be an
expensive undertaking for taxpayers if  it  forces court  act ion to give the public the access it
deserves. That ’s because the law requires a government agency that violates the Inspect ion of
Public Records Act to pay the at torney fees of  the party that forced compliance with the law.

Doland quite right ly notes that state law says, and court  decisions reinforce, that  in New Mexico a
cit izen’s right  to know is the rule and secrecy the except ion. Such blatant f lout ing of  the law f lies in
the face of  what good government should be. The report  should be released immediately.

This editorial first appeared in the Albuquerque Journal. It was written by members of the editorial
board and is unsigned as it represents the opinion of the newspaper rather than the writers.
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