
Why Bother with FOI? 



The radical history of openness
“Let the people know the facts, and the 
country will be safe.” Abraham Lincoln, 
1861. 16th US President.

“When information which properly belongs to 
the public is systematically withheld by those 
in power, the people soon become ignorant of 
their own affairs, distrustful of those who 
manage them, and – eventually – incapable of 
determining their own destinies.” Richard 
Nixon, 1972. US President.





The Main Paradox: Why isn’t everyone like Lyndon 
Johnson?



No Votes…

Home Secretary Merlyn Rees…

‘the Guardian can go on for as long as 
it likes about open government and 
reform of the Official Secrets Act but I 
can tell you that in my own 
constituency of 75, 000 electors I 
would be hard pressed to find many 
who would be interested’(Rees 1987, 
32).

Why pass a law or reform?

Why not quietly drop it later?



Promises, Promises…



‘Too Easy To Score’ (Blair 2011)



Symbolism of FOI-hard to resist?



What happens next? 



Why Not Drop it?

• Hard to resist

• Hard to get out off

• Damage to image and 
legitimacy?



Who decides working or not?

• How measure?

• Expansion vs. dismantling?

• Government unhappiness 
vs. media enthusiasm?

• Cycles of support and 
disillusion



Official Assessments (2012 and 2016)

• Justice Committee: The 
Freedom of Information Act has 
enhanced the UK’s democratic 
system and made our public 
bodies more open, accountable 
and transparent. It has been a 
success and we do not wish to 
diminish its intended scope, or 
its effectiveness. (Justice 
Committee 2012)

• Independent Commission on 
Freedom of Information: The 
Act is generally working well, 
and it has been one of a number 
of measures that have helped to 
change the culture of the public 
sector. It has enhanced 
openness and transparency. The 
Commission considers that there 
is no evidence that the Act 
needs to be radically altered 
(2016)



Politicians’ Views
• David Cameron: What I call the 

buggeration factor, of consulting 
judicial review and FOI … Just 
generally, if you want to do 
something– it takes a bloody 
long time. (Times 28/3/2015)

• Tony Blair: The truth is that the 
FOI Act isn’t used, for the most 
part, by ‘the people’. It’s used by 
journalists…it’s like saying to 
someone who is hitting you over 
the head with a stick, ‘Hey, try 
this instead’, and handing them 
a mallet…it’s used as a weapon 
(2011, 517)



Regrets

Freedom of Information. Three 
harmless words. I look at those 
words as I write them, and feel 
like shaking my head till it 
drops off my shoulders. You 
idiot. You naive, foolish, 
irresponsible nincompoop. 
There is really no description of 
stupidity, no matter how vivid, 
that is adequate. I quake at the 
imbecility of it.
(Blair 2011, 516)



The new openness ecosystem



GE 2017,Brexit and Openness in the UK


