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Passage of Proposition 42 would resolve a conflict over access to public government
records in California. Back in 2004, the California Supreme Court called access to
open government records a civil right under our state constitution. The copying of
government records at public request is one example of how that access is
implemented. However, it costs money (and time) to copy government records, and
the big question is who would pay for these costs. Thanks to a law passed in 1979,
localities implementing any statewide mandate, such as compliance with the California
Public Records Act, applied to the state of California for reimbursement for their costs
of copying government records.
Fast forward to last year's state budget. Governor Brown approved a trimming of state
expenses in the 2013-2014 budget by, in part, suspending reimbursements to localities
complying with open records requests. That suspension quickly got reversed thanks to
vigorous protests from newspaper editors across the state.
Proposition 42, sponsored by Mark Leno, would prevent this problem from future
reoccurrence by creating a constitutional amendment declaring both that local
government agencies must fully comply with open records requests and bear the costs
of compliance. The proposition would apply to such local government agencies as
cities, counties, and school districts as well as any future amendments of the California
Public Records Act or the Brown Act.
Leno doesn't deny Proposition 42 will impose a new financial burden on localities.
However, the reproduction cost excuse has been used to deny any access to local public
records. If cost is an issue, the proposition will encourage municipalities to find
innovative ways to cut costs and keep public records accessible. More importantly, the
financial burden of finding and copying public records is cheap compared to the cost of
dealing with the consequences of public funds allocated to sweetheart deals.

