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STATEMENT OF THE ISSUE 
 

Where the Public Records Act, 1 V.S.A. § 315 et seq., provides record requestors the choice 

between inspecting a public record and obtaining a copy of a public record, and where 1 V.S.A. 

§ 316(c) only authorizes public agencies to assess fees for staff time “associated with complying 

with a request for a copy of a public record,” does § 316(c) also authorize fees for staff time 

associated with complying with a request to “inspect” a record?   
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STATEMENT OF THE CASE 
 

Amici adopt the statement of the case set forth by Appellant and the facts found by the 

Superior Court, none of which are in dispute.  

STATEMENT OF INTEREST OF AMICI 
 

Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) is a non-partisan, non-profit organization whose 

mission is to protect the New England environment for the benefit of all people, using law, 

science, and the market to create solutions that preserve our natural resources, build healthy 

communities, and sustain a vibrant economy.  CLF has a longstanding commitment to advancing 

the right of Vermont citizens to clean air and water and healthy communities, and to the 

conservation and protection of Vermont’s natural environment.  CLF relies upon free and open 

access to public records in order to achieve CLF’s mission.  CLF believes that an open, 

transparent, and accountable government is necessary to ensure conservation of natural 

resources, protection of public health, and thriving communities for all in New England.     

Vermont Natural Resources Council (VNRC) is a non-profit organization whose mission 

is to engage in research, education, collaboration and advocacy that protects and enhances 

Vermont’s natural environments, vibrant communities, productive working landscapes, 

rural character and unique sense of place, and to prepare the state for future challenges and 

opportunities.  VNRC was founded in 1963, and has a long history of working on environmental 

policy related to clean water, healthy forests and wildlife, forestry, agriculture, sustainable 

communities, land use, and climate change and energy.  VNRC advocates for sound 

environmental policy and laws in the Vermont Legislature, and serves as a watchdog 

organization for government and agency action in Vermont.  In this capacity, VNRC believes 

government should operate in a transparent manner and be accountable to the public, and VNRC 
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relies on free and open access to government records to measure and track the implementation 

and enforcement of environmental laws.  

SUMMARY OF ARGUMENT 

The question before this Court— whether public agencies may condition the right to 

inspect public records on the payment of fees—has significant ramifications for all Vermonters, 

including individuals, members of the media, and non-profit organizations.  The public has a 

right to review the activities of government, and individuals are not able to fully exercise this 

right without access to government records.  Conditioning the right to inspect public records on 

the payment of fees raises serious equity issues, limits access to information to only those 

individuals or organizations that can afford to pay, and insulates the government from review.        

The Vermont Public Records Act is clear: Appellant is entitled to inspect the requested 

public records at no cost.  Where a statute is unambiguous, the Court must give effect to the 

intent of the legislature.  Springfield Terminal Ry. Co. v. Agency of Transp., 174 Vt. 341, 346, 

816 A.2d 448, 453 (2002).  When interpreting the Public Records Act, the Legislature has 

directed this Court to “liberally construe[]” the Act to “implement th[e] policy [to provide for 

free and open examination of records] . . . .”  1 V.S.A. § 315(a).  The provisions authorizing an 

agency to assess fees are limited to requests to copy records.  1 V.S.A. § 316(b)–(c).  The fee 

provisions do not apply to requests to inspect records.  See id.  In this case, the plain language of 

the Public Records Act prohibits the Appellee from conditioning the Appellant’s right to inspect 

the public records on the payment of fees.  The Appellant’s extensive analysis of the legislative 

history supports this plain language interpretation.           

The trial court failed to follow several fundamental statutory construction rules in 

reaching a contrary decision.  The trial court erred by interpreting the same word—“copy”— in 
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the same section of the statute, to mean two different things.  State v. Welch, 135 Vt. 316, 321, 

376 A.2d 351, 354 (1977).  The trial court concluded that “copy” means both reproduction and 

production in the Public Records Act, which are separate and distinct actions.  PC 6-7.  There is 

no indication that the Legislature intended for “copy” to have two different meanings in the very 

same section of the statute.       

In addition, the trial court’s interpretation of section 316(c) would render an entire phrase 

as mere surplusage.  PC 7.  Section 316(c) states that “[i]n the following instances, an agency 

may also charge and collect the cost of staff time associated with complying with a request for a 

copy of a public record” and lists the applicable categories of staff tasks.  1 V.S.A. § 316(c) 

(emphasis added).  In order to agree with the trial court’s interpretation, this Court would have to 

not give effect to the specific limitation on requests for copies of public records, which is 

inconsistent with the basic rule that a judicial interpretation must not render language 

superfluous or unnecessary.  Payea v. Howard Bank, 164 Vt. 106, 107, 663 A.2d 937, 938 

(1995).   

The trial court also impermissibly substituted its own policy choice for the policy choice 

made by the Legislature when the court held that public agencies may assess fees for requests to 

inspect public records.  PC 7.  Unless a statute is “demonstrably at odds with any conceivable 

legislative purpose,” this Court must give effect to the plain language of the statute.  Judicial 

Watch v. State of Vermont, 2005 VT 108, ¶ 16, 179 Vt. 214, 222 (2005).  In this case, the plain 

language limits the authority to assess administrative fees to requests for copies of public records 

only, which is consistent with—and most decidedly not at odds with—the express purpose and 

policy of the Public Records Act to provide for open and free examination of records.   
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Conditioning the right of access to inspect public records on the payment of fees is 

contrary to core principles of our democracy.  As this Court has acknowledged, an open and 

transparent government is fundamental to democracy.  Caledonian Record Pub. Co. v. Walton, 

154 Vt. 15, 21, 573 A.2d 296, 299 (1990).  “‘[A] democracy cannot function unless the people 

are permitted to know what their government is up to.’”  Id. (quoting U.S. Dept. of Justice v. 

Reporters Comm. for Freedom of the Press, 489 U.S. 749, 773-74, 109 S.Ct. 1468, 1481 (1989)).   

The ability to access public records is an essential component of an individual’s right to know 

about the activities of the government.  E.g., id. at 20-21, 573 A.2d at 299.  Charging the public 

fees to inspect public records limits access to only those individuals that can afford to pay, 

insulates the government from transparency, and prevents the public from holding government 

accountable for the actions it takes.  For example, CLF and VNRC are frequently forced to 

choose between spending limited resources to pay for access to records or foregoing review of 

government actions that have an impact on public health and the environment.  The trial court 

decision, however, fails to wrestle with this significant policy ramification of its interpretation of 

the Public Records Act.  See PC 3-8.  

Further, the public should not be penalized for an agency’s failure to comply with its 

statutory obligation to provide “ready access” to public records.  1 V.S.A. § 317a.  The amount 

of resources expended by an agency to respond to a public records request is a function of the 

agency’s record management system: poor records management means more time spent on a 

response.1  An agency has control over how it manages records, and the agency may not point to 

                                                           
1 E.g., Frequently Asked Questions About Records Management in General, NATIONAL ARCHIVES, 
FEDERAL RECORDS MANAGEMENT, available at https://www.archives.gov/records-
mgmt/faqs/general.html (last visited Jan. 18, 2019) (noting that spending less time searching for records is 
a benefit of records management policy). 

https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/faqs/general.html
https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/faqs/general.html
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an administrative burden that it has created itself to justify charging the public fees to inspect 

records.      

Consistent with Vermont, and as an acknowledgment of widespread recognition of the 

critical role that access to public records plays in our democracy, all New England states and the 

federal government provide an avenue for free access to records for non-commercial requests.  

Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, and Rhode Island, along with the federal government 

contain “fee waiver” provisions that authorize a waiver or reduction of fees for records requests 

that are in the public interest.  Although New Hampshire and Vermont do not contain fee waiver 

provisions, the two states provide for free inspection of records.  The right to inspect public 

records for free under the Vermont Public Records Act is even more critical to ensuring an open 

and transparent government because the statute does not contain a fee waiver provision like most 

other New England states and the federal government.   

For all these reasons, this Court should reverse the trial court’s decision and enjoin the 

Appellee from charging Appellant fees to inspect the public records.                

ARGUMENT 

I. APPELLANT IS ENTITLED TO INSPECT PUBLIC RECORDS AT NO COST. 
 

Amici adopts Appellant’s arguments that the Public Records Act prohibits the Appellee 

from conditioning Appellant’s right to inspect records on the payment of fees.  We write to 

emphasize several additional points.  The plain language of the Act prohibits Appellee from 

charging the Appellant fees to inspect the records.  Additionally, the lower court’s interpretation 

of the Public Records Act ignores the policy choice made by the Legislature to provide free and 

open examination of public records.     
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A. The plain language of the Public Records Act prohibits the Appellee from 
assessing fees for Appellant’s request to inspect public records. 

 
The Public Records Act is unambiguous: a public agency may not assess fees for a 

request to inspect public records.  1 V.S.A. §§ 315(a); 316(a).  “The fundamental rule, 

underlying all other rules of statutory construction, is that this Court must give effect to the intent 

of the Legislature.”  Viskup v. Viskup, 150 Vt. 208, 210, 552 A.2d 400, 401 (1988) (citing In re 

A.C., 144 Vt. 37, 42, 470 A.2d 1191, 1194 (1984)).  “If the statute is unambiguous, and the 

words have plain meaning, [the Court will] accept that plain meaning as the intent of the 

Legislature and our inquiry proceeds no further.”  Springfield Terminal Ry. Co. v. Agency of 

Transp., 174 Vt. 341, 346, 816 A.2d 448, 453 (2002) (citing Town of Killington v. State, 172 Vt. 

182, 188, 776 A.2d 395, 400 (2001)).   

The Public Records Act states that “[i]t is the policy of this subchapter to provide for free 

and open examination of records . . . .”  1 V.S.A. § 315(a).  “Free” means “not costing or 

charging anything.”2  “Examine” means “to inspect closely.”3  Section 316(a) states that “[a]ny 

person may inspect . . . any public record of a public agency” on Monday through Friday during 

certain hours.  1 V.S.A. § 316(a).  There is no other limitation on the public’s right to inspect 

non-privileged records for free.  See 1 V.S.A. § 316.  Thus, the plain language of the statute is 

clear that the Legislature intended to provide the public with a right to examine records at no 

cost.   

With respect to the assessment of fees, the Public Records Act makes an important 

distinction between requests to inspect public records and requests to copy records.  1 V.S.A. § 

                                                           
2 Definition of  “free,”  definition 1, MERRIAM-WEBSTER, https:///www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/free (last visited Jan. 18, 2019).  
3 Definition of  “examine,” definition 1, MERRIAM-WEBSTER, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/examine (last visited Jan. 18, 2019).   

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/free
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/free
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/examine
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/examine
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316(a).  The Act states that “[a]ny person may inspect or copy any public record of a public 

agency . . . .”  1 V.S.A. § 316(a).  The use of the word “or” in Section 316(a) implies that the 

Legislature intended to create two separate and distinct categories of public records requests 

based upon whether a requestor seeks to inspect records or ask for copies of records.  See 

Judicial Watch v. State of Vermont, 2005 VT 108, ¶ 14, 179 Vt. 214, 220-221 (2005) (noting that 

the use of the disjunctive term “or” implies legislative intent to establish two distinct categories).     

This distinction is carried forward into the administrative fees provisions of the Public 

Records Act.  Specifically, the two provisions of the Public Records Act that authorize an agency 

to assess fees (section 316(b) and (c)) only permit the assessment of fees for requests to copy 

public records.  Section 316(b) states:  

If copying equipment maintained for use by a public agency is used by the agency 
to copy the public record or document requested, the agency may charge and collect 
from the person requesting the copy the actual cost of providing the copy.  The 
agency may also charge and collect from the person making the request, the costs 
associated with mailing or transmitting the record by facsimile or other electronic 
means.  Nothing in this section shall exempt any person from paying fees otherwise 
established by law for obtaining copies of public records or documents, but if such 
fee is established for the copy, no additional costs or fees shall be charged.     
 

1 V.S.A. § 316(b) (emphasis added).  Section 316(c) states: 
 

[A]n agency may also charge and collect the cost of staff time associated with 
complying with a request for a copy of a public record [in the following instances]: 
(1) the time directly involved in complying with the request exceeds 30 minutes; 
(2) the agency agrees to create a public record; or (3) the agency agrees to provide 
the public record in a nonstandard format and the time directly involved in 
complying with the request exceeds 30 minutes.  The agency may require that 
requests subject to staff time charges under this subsection be made in writing and 
that all charges be paid, in whole or in part, prior to delivery of the copies.   

 
1 V.S.A. § 316(c) (emphasis added).  In both provisions, the ability to assess fees is limited to 

requests for copies by the plain language of the statute.      
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The trial court incorrectly concluded that there is no distinction between inspection and 

copying for the purpose of assessing administrative fees and held that agencies are authorized to 

charge for requests to inspect records.  PC 7.  In support of this holding, the trial court concluded 

that the word “copy” has two different meanings under the Public Records Act.  Id.  The court 

stated that “[t]he PRA uses the word copy in some places to literally mean the reproduction of a 

public record, as in to make a photocopy.  In other places, such as § 316(c), the term is used 

more broadly to refer to the production of a public record.”  Id. (emphasis added).  In other 

words, the trial court concluded that “copy” means both reproduction and production in the same 

statute.  Id.   

The rule of statutory construction, however, is that the same word used in different parts 

of a statute should be interpreted the same.  E.g., State v. Welch, 135 Vt. 316, 321, 376 A.2d 351, 

354 (1977) (“When the same word is used in various sections of the act . . . it will bear the same 

meaning throughout, unless it is obvious that another meaning was intended.”) (citing Clifford v. 

West Hartford Creamery Co., 103 Vt. 229, 253, 153 A. 205, 215 (1931)).  Further, the terms 

production and reproduction mean two very different things and are not interchangeable.4  A 

state official, for example, can “produce” records for inspection without “reproducing” or 

making a “copy” of a record.  The trial court offers no basis to deviate from a basic canon of 

statutory construction and conclude that the Legislature meant two different things when it used 

the same word—“copy”— in the same section of the Public Records Act.  See PC 6-7.                 

In addition, the trial court’s interpretation would render words in the Public Records 

Act’s fee provisions as “mere surplusage.”  With respect to section 316(c), the court’s 

interpretation ignores the rule that courts “presume that language is inserted advisedly.”  Payea 

                                                           
4 Compare definition of “production” to “reproduction,” MERRIAM-WEBSTER, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary. 
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v. Howard Bank, 164 Vt. 106, 107, 663 A.2d 937, 938 (1995) (citing Trombley v. Bellows Falls 

Union H.S. Dist. No. 27, 160 Vt. 101, 104, 624 A.2d 857, 860 (1993)).  This Court has 

consistently held that the Court will not interpret a statute in a way that would render language as 

superfluous or unnecessary.  E.g., Judicial Watch v. State of Vermont, 2005 VT 108, ¶ 14, 179 

Vt. at 197-98.  Section 316(c) states “an agency may also charge and collect the cost of staff time 

associated with complying with a request for a copy of a public record . . . .”  1 V.S.A. § 316(c).  

The plain language of the statute limits the assessment of fees to requests for a copy of a public 

record.  Id.  Yet the trial court again offers no basis to deviate from a basic canon of statutory 

construction; the court’s interpretation renders the phrase “comply with a request for a copy of a 

public record” meaningless.  See PC 7.   

For all these reasons, the plain language of the Public Records Act prohibits agencies 

from assessing fees for requests to inspect public records.  This interpretation is supported by 

Appellant’s extensive analysis of the legislative history, which makes clear that the Legislature 

never intended to charge individuals fees for the inspection of public records.                                     

B. The trial court decision ignores the policy choice made by the Legislature to 
provide for free and open examination of public records.  

 
As discussed above, the express policy of the Public Records Act is “to provide for free 

and open examination of records consistent with Chapter I, Article 6 of the Vermont 

Constitution.” 1 V.S.A. § 315(a).  Article 6 stands for the premise that government officers are 

trustees and servants of the people and “at all times, in a legal way, are accountable to the them.” 

Vt. Const. art. VI.  The Public Records Act statement of policy section underscores this bedrock 

principle, stating that “it is in the public interest to enable any person to review and criticize 

[government officers’] decisions even though such examination may cause inconvenience or  
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embarrassment.” 1 V.S.A. § 315(a).  The statute states 

that public records are essential to the administration of State and local government. 
Public records contain information that allows government programs to function, 
provides officials with a basis for making decisions, and ensures continuity with 
past operations. Public records document the legal responsibilities of government, 
help protect the rights of citizens, and provide citizens a means of monitoring 
government programs and measuring the performance of public officials. Public 
records provide documentation for the functioning of government and for the 
retrospective analysis of the development of Vermont government and the impact 
of programs on citizens. 

  
1 V.S.A. § 315(b).  
 

This Court has acknowledged that the Legislature’s intent in enacting the Public Records 

Act is to provide “a broad right of access to public records, qualified by a list of exemptions that 

must be strictly construed in favor of disclosure.” E.g., Judicial Watch, Inc. v. State, 2005 VT 

108, ¶ 6, 179 Vt. 214, 217 (2005) (citing Springfield Terminal Ry., 174 Vt. 341, 345, 816 A.2d 

448, 452 (2002)).  “The Act is to be construed liberally” and “[i]t implements the policy that the 

public interest clearly favors the right of access to public documents and public records . . . .”  

Trombley v. Bellows Falls Union H. S. Dist. No. 27, 160 Vt. 101, 106-107, 624 A. 2d 857, 861 

(1993) (citing Caledonian-Record Publishing Co. v. Walton, 154 Vt. 15, 20, 573 A. 2d 296, 299 

(1990)). 

The Legislature made a clear policy choice to provide for free and open examination of 

public records, and to prohibit agencies from assessing fees for requests to inspect records.  

1 V.S.A. § 316(a)-(c).  Yet the trial court states that “[t]here is no apparent rational reason that 

the legislature would enact [§ 316(c)] but have it apply only where the requestor wants to take 

possession of a paper or electronic copy of the requested record and not where the requestor’s 

request imposes the same burden on the agency but the requestor wants to view the requested 

information on the premises without leaving with a copy of it.”  PC 7.  The trial court appears to 
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rely upon the “absurd results doctrine” to support its holding that agencies may assess fees for 

requests to inspect records.  Id.  This rule of construction states that “statutes should not be 

interpreted to produce ‘absurd or illogical’ results.”  Judicial Watch, 2005 VT 108, ¶ 16, 179 Vt. 

at 222 (citing Rhodes v. Town of Georgia, 166 Vt. 153, 157, 688 A.2d 1309, 1311 (1997)).  This 

Court, however, has stated that  

[t]he rule does not . . . provide a license to substitute this Court’s policy judgments 
for those of the Legislature.  As the leading authority on statutory construction has 
cautioned, “the absurd results doctrine should be used sparingly because it entails 
the risk that the judiciary will displace legislative policy on the basis of speculation 
that the legislature could not have meant what it unmistakably said.”   

 
Id. (internal citations omitted).  In this case, in light of the statutory mandate to construe the 

provisions of the Public Records Act in favor of access, and the extensive legislative history, it 

was an error for the trial court to conclude that the plain language of the statute is 

“‘demonstrably at odds with any conceivable legislative purpose.’”  Id. (quoting Taylor-Hurley 

v. Mingo Cnty. Bd. of Educ., 209 W.Va. 780, 778, 551 S.E.2d 702, 710 (2001)).  In sharp 

contrast, the plain language limitation of the assessment of administrative fees to only requests to 

copy records is entirely consistent with the stated policy and purpose of the statute to provide for 

free and open examination of public records.                

II. CONDITIONING THE RIGHT TO INSPECT PUBLIC RECORDS ON THE 
PAYMENT OF FEES IS CONTRARY TO FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF 
DEMOCRACY.  

 
The public has a right to know “what their government is up to.”  Caledonian Record 

Pub. Co. v. Walton, 154 Vt. 15, 21, 573 A.2d 296, 299 (quoting U.S. Dept. of Justice, 489 U.S. 

749, 773-74, 109 S.Ct. 1468, 1481)).  In order to fully exercise this right, the public must have 

access to government records.  E.g., id.; see also 1 V.S.A. § 315(b).  Access to these important 

records is threatened—and raises significant equity concerns—where an agency charges fees to 
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inspect records because it limits access to only those that can afford to pay and insulates the 

government from transparency.  

A. An open and transparent government is fundamental to democracy.   
 

The importance of an open and transparent government is embedded in the Vermont 

Constitution and the First Amendment of the United States Constitution.  Vt. Const. art. VI; 1 

V.S.A. § 315(a); Caledonia Record, 154 Vt. at 21, 573 A.2d at 299 (recognizing “a constitutional 

right of access to information relating to the activities of law enforcement officers” pursuant to 

the First Amendment).  The Vermont Constitution states “[t]hat all power being originally 

inherent in and consequently derived from the people, therefore, all officers of government, 

whether legislative or executive, are their trustees and servants; and at all times, in a legal way, 

accountable to them.”  Vt. Const. art. VI.  This Court, quoting the U.S. Supreme Court, stated 

“’that a democracy cannot function unless the people are permitted to know what their 

government is up to.’” Id. at 21, 573 A.2d at 299-300 (emphasis in original) (quoting U.S. Dept. 

of Justice v. Reporters Comm., 489 U.S. at 773-74, 109 S.Ct. at 1481 (1989)).   

B. The assessment of fees for the inspection of records effectively precludes the 
public’s ability to know “what their government is up to.” 

 
Citizens must be able to access public records about the activities of the government in 

order to fully exercise their right to know what their government is up to.  See, e.g., 1 V.S.A. § 

315(b); Nixon v. Warner Commc’ns, Inc., 435 U.S. 589, 597-598, 98 S. Ct. 1306, 1311-1312 

(1978) (finding “that the courts of this country recognize a general right to inspect and copy 

public records and documents” to enable the public “to keep a watchful eye on the workings of 

public agencies.”); Hartford Courant Co. v. Pelligrino, 380 F.3d 83, 95-96 (2d Cir. 2004) 

(quoting Press-Enterprise Co. v. Superior Ct. of Ca., Riverside Cty., 464 U.S. 501, 508, 104 

S.Ct. 819, 823 (1984)) (recognizing a First Amendment right to inspect docket sheets on the 
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premise that “’openness . . . enhances both . . . basic fairness . . . and the appearance of fairness 

so essential to public confidence in the system.’”).  As the Vermont Secretary of State has noted, 

“Vermont’s public records are the cornerstone of government transparency for a knowledgeable 

and informed populace.”5  Indeed, the Vermont Public Records Act states that “[p]ublic records 

document the legal responsibilities of government, help protect the rights of citizens, and provide 

citizens a means of monitoring government programs and measuring the performance of public 

officials.”  1 V.S.A. § 315(b).     

Conditioning the right to inspect records on the payment of fees limits access to only 

those individuals and organizations that can afford to pay, and insulates the government from 

transparency.  Vermont State Employees’ Ass’n v. Vermont Agency of Nat. Res., Nos. 517-7-10 

Wncv, 518-7-10 Wncv, 2011 WL 121649 (Vt. Super. Ct. Jan. 6, 2011).  As one court noted, fees 

to inspect records deter inquiry and therefore  

the burden of inspection is part of the cost of government to be borne by the polity 
at large and not imposed upon individuals or organizations seeking information. . . 
.  An individual—aggrieved, or a gadfly, or a visionary—is likely to be in a poor 
position to pay for the cost of her inquiries.  But as taxpayers and members of the 
community, we all benefit from these inquiries because government (like the rest 
of us) behaves best in an open, public setting. 
 

Id. at 4.   
        

In another case related to charges for staff time to comply with the Public Records Act, 

the court held that the Public Records Act does not allow an agency “to charge staff time to resist 

public access: ‘Such an expansive interpretation could cripple cumbersome requests with 

unnecessarily high expenses.  That the legislature could not possibly have intended; the Act is 

designed to encourage access, not to thwart it.’”  Judicial Watch, Inc. v. State, 2005 VT 18, ¶ 29, 

                                                           
5 Jim Condos, VT Public Records – Cornerstone of Government Transparency, Op-Ed, VT OFFICE OF 
SECRETARY OF STATE, https://www.sec.state.vt.us/media/768116/op-ed-vt-public-records-cornerstone-of-
government-transparency.pdf (June 14, 2016). 

https://www.sec.state.vt.us/media/768116/op-ed-vt-public-records-cornerstone-of-government-transparency.pdf
https://www.sec.state.vt.us/media/768116/op-ed-vt-public-records-cornerstone-of-government-transparency.pdf
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179 Vt. 214, 227 (2005) (Dooley, J., concurring) (quoting Judicial Watch, Inc. v. State, No. 656-

1203 Wnev, 2004 WL 5456808 (Vt. Super. Ct. May 11, 2004)).   

CLF and VNRC are regularly forced to choose between spending limited resources to 

pay for access to public records and foregoing review of government actions related to public 

health and the environment.  For example, on August 9, 2018, CLF and VNRC filed a public 

records request pursuant to the Public Records Act for information about Agency of Agriculture, 

Foods and Markets (AAFM) activities related to water quality protection, including information 

about illegal pollution and contaminated drinking water.  Correspondence Between Vermont 

Natural Resources Council and Conservation Law Foundation and AAFM Regarding August 9, 

2018 Public Records Request (reproduced in add. at 1-2).  CLF and VNRC have significant 

concerns about the deteriorating water quality in Lake Champlain, as well as the threat to 

drinking water supplies from nitrates, pesticides, and other chemicals and sought records to 

better understand what actions AAFM is taking to address these problems.      

In our August 9th record request, CLF and VNRC specifically raised concerns about 

charges AAFM might apply, asking that AAFM not produce documents if it intended to charge 

more than $100 to provide copies of documents.  Add. at 1-2.  AAFM subsequently notified us 

that the cost of obtaining copies of documents would exceed $100.  Id. at 6-8.  In response to this 

information, CLF and VNRC requested the opportunity to inspect, rather than seek copies, of 

documents based on our understanding that there is no cost to inspect records under the Public 

Records Act.  Id. at 5-6.  AAFM informed CLF and VNRC that AAFM has the authority to 

charge fees to inspect the documents we requested, citing the trial court decision.  Id. at 4.            
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Ultimately, AAFM charged CLF and VNRC $1,595.70.6  Id. at 13-16.  Although CLF 

and VNRC made a difficult decision to pay these fees under protest due to the importance of 

these records, this does have an impact on the limited resources of our non-profit organizations.  

Despite the impediment that conditioning the right to inspection of records on the payment of 

fees has on the ability of individuals to exercise their right to know about government activities, 

the trial court decision does not wrestle with this significant policy ramification of its 

interpretation of the Public Records Act.  See PC 3-8.       

III. PUBLIC AGENCIES HAVE AN OBLIGATION TO MANAGE RECORDS TO 
PROVIDE READY ACCESS TO THE PUBLIC. 

 
The public should not be penalized for an agency’s failure to appropriately manage 

public records.  Public agencies have a statutory obligation to “systematically manage [records] 

to provide ready access to vital information, to promote the efficient and economic operation of 

government, and to preserve their legal, administrative, and informational value.” 1 V.S.A. 

§ 317a.  (emphasis added).  Each Agency is required to “establish, maintain, and implement an 

active and continuing program approved by the Vermont State Archives and Records 

Administration for the effective management . . . of records.”  3 V.S.A. § 218(b).  In addition, 

individual agency employees must manage public records under approved record schedules.  1 

V.S.A. § 317a(b).  “Every public employee is responsible and accountable for the lifecycle 

management of records and information in his or her custody.”7   

Any burden on the agency to respond to a records request is far outweighed by the 

public’s right to access government records, especially where the agency has control over the 

                                                           
6 CLF and VNRC obtained copies of the records because AAFM would have assessed these fees 
regardless of whether we inspected the records or obtained copies.  
7 Records Management 101 for All Public Agencies VERMONT STATE ARCHIVES & RECORDS 
ADMINISTRATION, available at https://www.sec.state.vt.us/media/27737/RIM101.pdf (last revised Dec. 
16, 2008).  

https://www.sec.state.vt.us/media/27737/RIM101.pdf
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amount of time and resources it expends to process records requests through proper records 

management.  See, e.g., Rueger v. Nat. Res. Bd., 2012 VT 33, ¶ 7, 191 Vt. 435, 429, 49 A.3d 112, 

115 (2012) (internal citations and quotations omitted) (“[T]he PRA represents a strong policy 

favoring access to public documents and records” and “we construe exemptions in the PRA 

strictly against the custodians of records and resolve any doubts in favor of disclosure.”).  The 

manner in which an agency or individual agency employee manages public records is directly 

related to the amount of time and resources it takes to search for and produce records.8  The 

National Archives has noted that records management “allows quicker retrieval of documents 

and information from files” and “improves office efficiency and productivity.”9  For example, an 

agency employee that maintains mixed-media files (i.e. paper, electronic messaging systems, and 

electronic files) will expend more time searching for records because that employee will have to 

search multiple locations for responsive records like emails, electronic files, and paper files than 

an employee that manages files in one format.10  An agency that maintains records using an 

electronic records management system will use less resources than agencies that allow unlimited 

use of mixed-media files.11  Those agencies that take the additional step to provide the public 

with access to this electronic records management system will spend even less time and 

resources to respond to public records requests.                

                                                           
8 Frequently Asked Questions About Records Management in General, supra note 1.  
9 Id. 
10 Bulletin 2011-04, NATIONAL ARCHIVES, FEDERAL RECORDS MANAGEMENT (July 18, 2011), available 
at https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/bulletins/2011/2011-04.html.  In addition, mixed-media files 
create additional risk for government agencies, including making it more challenging to comply with 
open records laws, preserving records, and meeting the business needs of the agency.  Id.  
11 Bulletin 2015-02, NATIONAL ARCHIVES, FEDERAL RECORDS MANAGEMENT (July 29, 2015), available 
at https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/bulletins/2015/2015-02.html. (noting the challenges of 
managing email records where there is no system to “capture” emails and associate them with specific 
“accounts or case files”). 

https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/bulletins/2011/2011-04.html
https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/bulletins/2015/2015-02.html
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Similarly, the procedure and tools that an agency uses to search for records responsive to 

a request is directly related to the amount of time it takes to search for and produce records, as 

well as the quality of the search.12  For example, if an agency’s procedure is to task one 

employee with conducting a search of all employee email records using Office 365 eDiscovery 

or other tools to manage email records, it will require less staff time to respond to a request than 

if individual employees conduct their own search of email records.13   

A good records management system also provides other important benefits to state 

agencies.14  1 V.S.A. § 317a.  Employees themselves are able to locate documents more easily 

and spend less time hunting for documents or re-creating work that has already been completed 

when they can’t locate an original document.15  Additional benefits, among many others, include 

“protection and support in litigation,” prevention of unauthorized access to records; and 

compliance with “archival, audit, and oversight activities.”16  In short, agencies have significant 

control over the resources it takes to respond to records requests.  It is both the law and good 

business practice to properly manage public records.             

Indeed, in rejecting an amendment to the Public Records Act to allow agencies to assess 

fees for inspection of records, the Legislature acknowledged this fact and recognized the direct 

connection between an agency’s system of records management and the amount of agency 

resources it takes to respond to public records requests.  Hearing on H. 73, Senate Committee on 

Government Operations, CD 11-86, Track 2, 25:57-26:29 (April 19, 2011) (reproduced in the 

                                                           
12 See id. (recommending that agencies “[c]onfigure electronic messaging systems to allow for automated 
capture of electronic messages” because “[r]emoving reliance on individual users will increase ability to 
capture and produce messages”).    
13 Id.  
14 Frequently Asked Questions About Records Management in General, supra note 1. 
15 See id.  
16 Id. 
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Appendix of the Appellant at App. 263) (discussing how agencies should not be allowed to 

charge more for access to public records because they have a “poorly designed” records 

management system).  To the extent an agency is concerned about the amount of time spent 

responding to public records requests, the solution is to implement a good records management 

policy—not charge the public fees.  In conclusion, the public’s right to inspect government 

records for free should not be infringed upon by an agency’s failure to comply with its statutory 

obligation to manage records to provide ready access to the public.          

IV. ALL NEW ENGLAND STATE AND THE FEDERAL OPEN RECORDS STATUTES 
PROVIDE AN AVENUE FOR FREE ACCESS TO PUBLIC RECORDS.   

 
In recognition of the critical importance of open records to our democracy, all New 

England states and the federal government provide some form of free access to public records.  

Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, Rhode Island, and the federal open records statute contain 

“fee waiver” provisions for requests for records that are in the public interest.  C.G.S.A. § 1-

212(d); 1 M.R.S.A. § 408-A(11); M.G.L.A. 66 §10(d)(v); R.I.G.L. 38-2-4(e); 5 U.S.C. § 

552(a)(4)(A)(iii).  New Hampshire and Vermont statutes provide for free inspection of public 

records. N.H.R.S.A. 91-A:4(IV); 1 V.S.A. §§ 315(a); 316(a).   

A. The federal Freedom of Information Act contains a fee waiver provision for 
requests that are in the public interest. 
 

The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) was enacted in 1966 to provide for public 

access to federal government records to enable the general public to meaningfully participate in 

government decision-making and affect the policies of the federal government.  5 U.S.C. § 552 

et seq.  The high costs charged by federal agencies, however, limited the ability of several 

categories of requestors, including members of the news media, scholars, and nonprofit 

organizations, from obtaining government documents under the FOIA.  See John E. 
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Bonine, Public-Interest Fee Waivers Under the Freedom of Information Act, 1981 Duke L.J. 

213, 215 (1981) (noting that these costs can reach into the tens of thousands of dollars) (internal 

citations omitted).  In 1974, Congress passed several amendments to the FOIA to better protect 

public access to government records.  The public interest fee waiver provision was among those 

amendments, and the current statute states: 

Documents shall be furnished without any charge . . . if disclosure of the 
information is in the public interest because it is likely to contribute significantly to 
public understanding of the operations and activities of the government and is not 
primarily in the commercial interest of the requester. 

 
5 U.S.C. § 552(a)(4)(A)(iii).  Congress enacted the fee waiver provision to “prevent government 

agencies from using high fees to discourage certain types of requesters and requests,” 

particularly journalists, scholars, and non-profit public interest groups.  See Ettlinger v. Fed. 

Bureau of Investigation, 596 F.Supp. 867, 872 (D.Mass.1984) (citing S. Comm. on the Judiciary, 

Amending the Freedom of Information Act, S.Rep. No. 93-854, at 10-19 (1974)). 

 B. All New England state open records statutes contain an avenue for free access to 
public records.  
  

Almost all New England state open records laws include a fee waiver provision, similar 

to the FOIA statute.  In Connecticut, a public agency “shall waive any fee . . . when the person 

requesting the records is an indigent individual or, in its judgment, compliance with the 

applicant’s request benefits the general welfare.” C.G.S.A. § 1-212(d).  In Maine, the agency or 

official: 

[m]ay waive part or all of the total fee charged . . . if the requester is indigent or the 
agency or official considers the release of the public record requested to be in the 
public interest because doing so is likely to contribute significantly to 
publicunderstanding of the operations or activities of government and is not 
primarily in the commercial interest of the requester.  
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1 M.R.S.A. § 408-A(11).  In Massachusetts, the records access officer may waive or 

reduce the amount of any fee charged upon a showing that disclosure of a requested 

record is “in the public interest because it is likely to contribute significantly to public 

understanding of the operations or activities of the government and is not primarily in the 

commercial interest of the requestor, or upon a showing that the requestor lacks the 

financial ability to pay the full amount of the reasonable fee.” M.G.L.A. 66 §10(d)(v). In 

Rhode Island, a court may reduce or waive the fees for costs charged for search or 

retrieval if it determines that the information requested “is in the public interest because it 

is likely to contribute significantly to public understanding of the operations or activities 

of the government and is not primarily in the commercial interest of the requester.” 

R.I.G.L. 38-2-4(e). 

New Hampshire’s public records law does not have a fee waiver provision.  However, 

New Hampshire’s law still maintains a pathway for citizens to access records free of charge 

because it prohibits an agency from charging fees for mere inspection of documents. See 

N.H.R.S.A. 91-A:4(IV) (“No fee shall be charged for the inspection or delivery, without 

copying, of governmental records, whether in paper, electronic, or other form.”). 

Similar to New Hampshire, Vermont’s Public Records Act does not include a fee waiver 

provision.  Instead, the inspection of records is free.  See 1 V.S.A. § 315(a); see also Hearing on 

H. 73, S. Comm. on Government Operations, CD 11-86, Track 2, 20:45—20:51 (April 19, 2011) 

(reproduced in the Appendix of the Appellant at App. 263) (In a Senate Government Operations 

Committee hearing discussing—and ultimately rejecting—the assessment of fees for inspection 

of government records, the Committee Chair noted that “we’ve always maintained that it’s free 

and open examination of records.”).  Thus, the consensus policy among the New England states, 
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including Vermont, and the federal government is to provide some form of free access to public 

records.   

 CONCLUSION 
 

For the foregoing reasons, Amici respectfully request that this Court reverse the decision 

of the Superior Court, enter judgment in favor of Appellant, and enjoin the Appellee from 

assessing administrative fees against Appellant in connection with Appellant’s request to inspect 

public records.   
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