ACCESS TO PUBLIC INFORMATION AS A UNIFIED CONCEPT
The title above is easy to understand when we consider the situation in which we find ourselves today. Last February saw the publication of the report "Right of access to information. Analysis of the first six months (July-December 2015) of the right of access to public information in the field of Administration of the Government of Catalonia and its public sector". It is a short document, 7 pages long, which clearly and transparently shows the results of the application of the procedure for requesting access to public information from the Government of Catalonia, according to the stipulations of the Transparency Act (Law 19/2014) of Catalonia. Two hundred and ninety-two applications have been processed, of which 39% were made in person and 61% electronically. Seventy-three per cent of the total applications have received a response and 27% have been rejected, not admitted, referred to other government agencies, or deemed not to cover public information. Of the 204 applications totally or partially accepted, 20% of the information requested that has been provided is published on the Government of Catalonia's Transparency Portal or the relevant corporate website, and 80% is not published. This figure calls to mind the editorial of the AAC's bulletin 109, in September 2013, entitled "Transparency and access to public information: back office business opportunities". That editorial stated that "only 15% of all the public information that organisations have [is] in structured and above all in unstructured data. In order to promote profitable information exchange between public and private agents that enables favourable evolution and generates business opportunities, it is vital to recognise all of the public information available to an organisation. This remaining 85% will provide a body of highly valuable gross information.” It therefore gave a warning of something that has been statistically confirmed: the information published in the Transparency portals is a very low percentage of the potential information held by government agencies. Of course, this information, which is not actively publicised, remains inside records management systems, which can only provide it under the best conditions on an organised and methodical basis.

The report also tells us which Catalan Government ministries and associated institutions have had to deal with the most applications. The Ministry of Home Affairs has received the most, with 34, followed by the Ministry of Social Welfare and Family, with 29, the Ministry of Territory and Sustainability, with 26, the Ministry of the Presidency, with 23, followed by various others. The total figure for the statistics presented is 213 out of a total of 292. Two questions are worth asking. Why have the other ministries receiving the remaining 79 applications not been included? Why is the Ministry of Culture one of these silenced bodies? The aim has been to engage in a useless simplification of information, bearing in mind that a simple list would have provided the full data and not just a part of them. What is the reason for the division into categories? Do we want to reward only those bodies who provide the most public information? Something does not add up.

The result of 292 requests for information in six months means a rate of about 49 applications per month. That is all. The result is frankly disappointing. We already know what the reason will be: people do not ask for it anymore because everything is already available on the Transparency portals. We believe that another reading is more appropriate, which is that the public is probably unaware of how to carry out this overly bureaucratic procedure. Another interesting fact is that the average time taken to deal with an application is 24 days! This is indeed less than the 30 days stipulated by the law, but a very long time compared to the rate at which requests for access to public archives are usually dealt with.

Let us imagine for a moment that all the applications for access to public information that is held in the archives of the Subdirectorate-General for Archives (SAC) had been added to the 292 requests. Or if we focus on the Government of Catalonia, all the applications made to the National Archive of Catalonia and the Regional Archive Network. The figure would undoubtedly be quadrupled. There is only one drawback, and that is these figures have not been published. There is no monthly published figure for users accessing the archives; only an annual number. We do not know the overall impact of the ordinary procedures of the archives, and we are therefore unable to compete with the figures for access to information provided by the Ministry of Transparency and Foreign and Institutional Relations and Affairs. We cannot explain that access to information from the current records, and the central, intermediate, county and historical archives, and all kinds of archives containing public information occurs much more frequently, with much shorter timeframes (sometimes a question of hours or minutes) and that we are in fact the same thing.

And at this point we come to our final reflection. Access to public information is just one thing. Access to the public information held in the archives cannot be considered in isolation from the calculations made based solely on the Transparency Act. While the law was being drafted, we said that we could not see access to archives as a sector-based issue. The modification of the Archives Act was adapted so that the descriptive instruments of the Catalan documentary archives were also available through Transparency portals or their own websites. If they have to come from the Transparency portals, does that not mean that this information is part of Catalan public information in its entirety? Has the Government of Catalonia considered the public image it is projecting by only registering 292 applications? Could they not have also put them into context with figures for visits to and use of the Government's Transparency Portal? They would surely have given a very comprehensive picture of what is really happening. Perhaps there are also no optimal figures for the use of this portal.

We suggest that the figures for access to public information are unified into a single statistic, adding requests for access following the procedure in the law to those sent to the archives every day, which are dealt with in a shortened procedure at the OACs or their electronic equivalents. Access to public information is a global concept, and we cannot believe that the figures presented for the 292 requests are any different to those provided by other channels. This will help the public to understand that applications can be made through various channels, but that they are all the same in terms of providing public information, that citizens can contact the OACs, archives, electronic offices, Transparency portals, and many other channels to obtain the information that they need. In the spirit of proactive compliance with the Transparency Act, this unifying attitude is necessary instead of creating segments or lower-level public information. This is an effort that must be made.

The distinction between public information that is provided after a regulated application and public information in the archives is something we saw in two important meetings we had in March. On 2 March, we met the Secretary for Transparency, Open Government and Public Procurement, and we mentioned the need to unify all these channels in a single information policy. The meeting was very cordial and, among many other issues, discussed the role of archives in terms of access to information and the need for records management to coordinate internal work and active publicity. We were asked to attend quarterly meetings to evaluate and discuss the implementation of the policies, and we gladly welcomed this proposal. The second meeting, with the Commission to Guarantee Right of Access to Public Information, took place on 18 March. We had not had the opportunity to speak since its controversial appointment in 2015. The meeting was also very positive, although it became apparent that based on a strictly legal interpretation, the distinction between the two types of public information is more marked than we could have imagined. Once again, we called for a holistic interpretation of the access to information, rather than one which was sectored or segmented. In any event, the meeting was also useful for establishing avenues of collaboration and contact with this very important body. We believe that the policy of alliances between the profession and all the stakeholders involved in transparency is essential to maintain the link with what is inherent in our work. We are now only waiting for the Catalan Ministry of Culture to boldly confront all the implications of records management in the sphere of transparency, and to accompany us in this very important undertaking.

