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Citizens
take note

of FOIA

Openrecoxdslaw | :

allows publicto .

‘watch government ;
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GREENVILLE—Edward * “Ned™!
Sloan fights the goVemment And i
often wins,

Tacked to the wall of his"
Greenville office are copzes of 15'
‘checks; mostly for attorney's fees! i
to pay for his fight to get pubhc »
records and heep the bidding g
process for govemment ccmtracts
falr.

“Everybody should have to fol”
low the law, That includes govern-
menta t0o,” said Sloan, who takes..
on-all comers from the local achool.. ‘,
board's bullding plans to the Leg- %
islature's attempts to pack anum-
ber of unrelated items into p0pu— .
lar bills:

The former president of an Up-!
state road-paving firm has been’;
taking ‘on the government tor y
more than three decades, It starl;-‘
¢d when officlals would tell him he'?
wasn't following governmment poli-_
cy.

"It was intimidatlon. But 1 got
tired ‘of bureaucrats telling me I°
was violating some regulation and,

a copy of it wasn't avaijlable,”.
Sloan said.

Sloan 19 like many people whe'
use the state Freedom of Informa-ts &
tion Act Jaws to
ask for govern- HOI’O on ||IO

ment records
when their Inj. FTeedom of

tial requests are  [nformation
rejected. :
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The law “isn’t
just for re-
porters. It's for everyone,” said
Soiith Carolina Press. Association )
Executive Director Bill Rogers.

“It gives the .watchdog eyes,’"
Rogers said, “Without the FOI, the“'
watchdog — whether it's a cltlzen‘
or the media — would be blind.”

Sloan has been retired from cor-..
struetlon for more than 20 years o
‘He's picked up a‘few hobbles, but*

“iore recently, I love just. sulng
the government,” he said wlth a’
Jaugh.

The open record and open gov ;
ernment initiatives aren’t just for-;
people like Sloan who can afford
lengthy and expensive court fights.-

The law helps others, too, like;
Brenda Bryant, -who became. Ex,é
government watchdog a decade<
ago when she used open records tow
get better water for her Lexingtotﬁ
County nelghborhood '

Bryant was initially angry thez’
prwate utility- providing welt wa-'s
ter to her nelghborhood charged.
exorbitant rates, So she filed an;
opien records request with the De-'
partment of Health and Environ--
mental Control to get the compa—
ny’s records. .

DHEC didn't answer Bryant
within the 15 business days given
under the law. S0 she went to the
agency's office herself and threat-
ened to bring in the media if she
dldn’t get the records. She walked
out with thern within minutes,

“It wasn’t until I got into the
records that I found out there had
been high levels of radiation in the
water,” sajd Bryant, who also
found out through the records the
water was discolored and liad been
making people sick,

The wells were shut down. Now.

_ Bryant uges the FOIA laws all the.

time,

“It's very :mpresawe asa cltl-;
zen, to know we have the ability to”
get Information that most people
wouldn’t think about gettmg "
Bryant said.

One problem many people run-
into is'exorbitant charges for inwa
formation, sald John Crangle, the'!
executive director of Cnmmo
Cause.

The law allows governments
charge a feg, but it cannot “exceed
the actual cost of searching for o
making copies of records,” Fg

864 232 4755 TO-

Law Offices

PAGE B81/81

Po1/01



