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Policy: Requesting Public Records

Purpose
To inform the public of the City of Tacoma’s public records request policy.

Background

The City provides broad access to public records as required by law (Chapter 42.56 Revised Code of Washington,
the Public Records Act) while exercising the discretion to withhold or redact records when the law exempts or
prohibits production. Local governments are to adopt and enforce rules and procedures to provide requesters
timely access to public records while protecting public records from damage and disorganization and avoiding
excessive interference with other essential governmental functions.

Scope

This policy applies to requests to inspect or obtain City records. City records are any records, regardless of
physical form or characteristics, that are related to the conduct of City government or to the performance of any
governmental or proprietary function and which are prepared, owned, used, or retained by the City. City records
include records for City of Tacoma, Tacoma Public Utilities, and Tacoma Public Library.

This policy does not apply to Tacoma Municipal Court records.

Policy Statements
This policy is to inform requesters of the established places, methods, and procedures to request and obtain City
records.

1.0 Index of Records

By adoption of this policy the City finds, as allowed by RCW 42.56.070, that the maintenance of an index of
records is unduly burdensome. The City is made up of multiple, and complex, divisions, departments, and
business units, each maintaining separate, diverse, and often multiple databases and record-keeping systems for
the indexing of records and information, such that it is unduly burdensome to maintain a central index of
records.

2.0 Designation of Public Records Officer

The City is required to appoint a Public Records Officer to serve as a point of contact for members of the public
in requesting disclosure of public records. The general contact information for the Public Records Officer
appears in Appendix A of this Policy.

While the Public Records Officer serves as a point of contact for members of the public and is responsible for
overseeing the City’s compliance with the Public Records Act, other staff members in the City’s Public Records
Office and throughout the City are also responsible for processing public records requests.
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3.0 Requesting Public Records

The City has adopted an online system as the most reliable and efficient method for receiving, processing, and
responding to public records requests. Requesters should submit requests for public records electronically using
the system. Alternatively, requesters may submit formal requests for public records by contacting the City's
Public Records Office in person during normal business hours, by telephone, by mail, or email.

All requests must include the requester’s contact information and identify or describe the public record or
records being requested with sufficient clarity for the City to locate the records. Requests submitted by methods
other than use of the City’s online system must provide reasonable notice to the City that the communication is
intended as a request for public records.

The City’s Public Records Office will convert requests received by methods other than use of the City’s online
system to a request in the City’s online system and subsequently communicate with requesters and provide
records using the online system. The City will assign a tracking number to each request, which will be used by
the City and by the requester in all communications related to the request.

4.0 Charges and Deposits

The City assesses a charge as authorized by Chapter 42.56 RCW for copies of public records and for uploading or
transmission of electronic records. The City may also assess a charge for postage or delivery including the cost of
any container, media, or envelope used to deliver the records to the requestor. Alternatively, the City may
arrange with the requester to deliver the records to a third-party vendor for copying and the vendor shall be
responsible for collecting payment for the records from the requester.

All charges will be in accordance with the City’s then-current fee schedule. Charges will not exceed the amount
necessary to reimburse the City for its actual costs related to the provision of the requested records. The City
may require up to a 10% deposit of estimated costs be paid prior to producing records.

If the Public Records Office determines the cost of processing and collecting the charge for copying or uploading
and transmitting the records exceeds the charge authorized by the fee schedule, the City may choose to waive
the charge.

Deposits and copy or upload and transmission charges are payable online via the City's website, in person at the
City's Customer Service Office or the Tacoma Public Utilities Building Lobby, or by check made payable to CITY
TREASURER and sent by mail addressed to the Public Records Officer. The City will provide the requester with an
invoice (or other notice) of the applicable charges when a deposit is required and when records (or installments
of records) are available. Requesters paying in person or by mail should include the assigned request number on
any checks and correspondence.

No charge will be assessed for making requested records available for inspection or viewing. The Public Records
Office will communicate with a requester who wishes to inspect records to schedule a mutually convenient time
at the Tacoma Municipal Building Customer Services Center or the Tacoma Public Utilities Building Lobby. All
inspections shall be completed between 8:00 AM and 5:00 PM, Monday through Friday. A requester may take
photographs of any records inspected. Any copies requested following an inspection will be provided after
receipt of the appropriate charge. Requesters may not inspect records or portions of records that are exempt
from production.
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5.0

City Response

5.1 Initial Response in Five Days

The City will respond to a properly filed request for public records within 5 business days from the date
of receipt by: providing the record or records requested; providing an internet address and link on the
City's website to the specific record or records requested; acknowledging receipt of the request and
providing a reasonable estimate of the time the City will require to respond to the request, including by
seeking clarification; or denying the request.

5.2 Clarification

The City may seek clarification or additional specificity from a requester. If, after 30 days from the City’s
request for clarification or additional specificity, the requester has not sufficiently clarified the request
to allow the City to conduct a search for responsive records, the request may be deemed abandoned
and closed by the City. In cases where only certain portions of the request require clarification and none
is received, the City will provide records responsive to portions of the request that do not require
clarification prior to closing the request. Alternatively, if the City attempts to obtain clarification, but
none is provided, the City may interpret the request as one for records that directly and reasonably
relate to the topic of the request and to conduct a search based on such reasonably broad
interpretation. In such cases, the City will inform the requester of its interpretation at the time records
are produced.

5.3 Third Party Notification

The City may, and in certain cases must, notify persons named in a record or to whom a record
specifically pertains that release of the record has been requested, so that person may determine
whether to file a lawsuit to enjoin the City from the release of the record. The third party will be
provided relevant information about the request including the identity of the requester so that the third
party may name the requester as a party in any lawsuit to enjoin release of the record. If no lawsuit is
filed by any notified persons, the City will proceed to process the request. If a lawsuit is filed by any
notified persons and a court order is obtained, the City will delay processing the request and the City will
cooperate with all parties to the lawsuit and comply with all court rulings and orders.

5.4 Installments

The City may, at its discretion, provide records in installments. Public Records Office staff will notify the
requester if a request will be completed in installments. The notification will include a reasonable
estimate of the amount of time it will take to produce the first installment. The requester will be
notified when the first installment it is available and will be invoiced for the appropriate copying or
upload or transmission charges, if any. The requester will have 30 days from notification of the
availability of the installment to arrange to inspect records without charge or to pay the invoiced
charges. Upon production of an installment, Public Records Office staff will advise the requester of when
the next installment is estimated to be provided. If, after 30 days from notification of availability, the
installment is not paid for, or arrangements are not made to inspect the installment, the request will be
closed. If no charge is assessed for an installment or if payment for the installment has been received,
but the installment is not viewed after 30 days from notification of availability, the request will be
closed.
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6.0

5.4.1 Production of Installments Including Exempt Records

For any installment produced that includes records that are exempt from production, a brief
written explanation will be provided to identify the specific exemption authorizing the record or
portion of the record to be withheld or redacted and to explain how the exemption applies. If
only a portion of a record is exempt from disclosure, only the exempt portion will be redacted.

Completion of Requests

6.1 Inspection of Records

When an inspection of requested records is complete and any requested copies of nonexempt records
are provided, Public Records Office staff will notify the requester in writing the inspection is complete
and that the request is closed.

6.2 Production of Records

When a production of records completes the request Public Records Office staff will notify the requester
in writing that the request is complete and is closed. If the request has been satisfied in installments, the
Public Records Office staff will notify the requester in writing that all installments have been provided
and that the request is complete and is closed.

6.2.1 Production of Records Including Exempt Records

If any requested records in the production or final installment are exempt from production, a
brief written explanation will be provided to identify the specific exemption authorizing the
record or portion of the record to be withheld or redacted and to explain how the exemption
applies. If only a portion of a record is exempt from disclosure, only the exempt portion will be
redacted.

6.3 Abandoned or Withdrawn Requests

When a requester abandons a request by failing the obligation to inspect the records within 30 days
after being notified the records are available for inspection, or failing to pay a deposit or charge within
30 days after being notified that a deposit or charge is due, or failing to view an installment of records in
the City’s online system with 30 days after being informed of the availability of the installment, the City
will inform the requester in writing that the request has been closed. If the requester later informs the
City that they are still seeking the requested records, the City will open a new request.

If, at any time during the process of records being produced, but before notification that the request is
complete, a requester determines they longer need or want to continue to receive records, the
requester should inform the Public Records Office that the request is withdrawn. The City will confirm to
the requester in writing that a withdrawn request has been closed.

6.4 Later Discovered Records

If, after the City has informed the requester that it has provided all available records and has closed the
request, the City becomes aware of additional responsive records existing at the time the request was
open, it will inform the requester and provide the newly discovered records. The request will remain
closed.
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7.0 Requests for Commercial Purposes Prohibited

The Public Records Act prohibits the City from providing a list of individuals to be used for commercial purposes.
RCW 42.56.070(8). The City may require a requester to sign a declaration under penalty of perjury which
describes the purpose and intended use of the request and states they will not use the requested list of
individuals for a commercial purpose.

8.0 Customized Service Charges

If the City determines that completing the request requires the use of information technology expertise to
prepare data compilations or requires customized electronic access services not used for other City purposes,
the City may, in consultation with the requester, collect the cost of such customizations from the requester.

9.0 No Duty to Create Records or Conduct Research

The City is not obligated to create a new record to satisfy a request; however, the City may, in its discretion,
create a new record to satisfy the request. A report, spreadsheet, or another similar document containing
information compiled from an existing City system or database is not considered a new record and the
requester’s approval will not be sought prior to the City compiling and providing the responsive information as a
report, spreadsheet, or another similar document. The City is not required to conduct research for a requester.

10.0 Review Process

Any requester may file an appeal in writing by mail or by email or by in person delivery to the attention of the
Public Records Officer within 2 business days of the date of written notice from the City to the requester that
the request has been closed. That appeal must include a copy of the written notice from the City that the
request has been closed. If such an appeal is filed, the Public Records Officer (or delegee) has 5 business days
from receipt to respond to the requester, during which time the requester agrees no lawsuit will be filed. If,
after 5 business days from receipt of an appeal, no response is provided to the requester by the Public Records
Officer, the requester may file a lawsuit, if desired. This voluntary procedure provides the City an opportunity to
potentially resolve any misunderstanding or dispute; relieving the requester and the City of the expense and
delay associated with litigation. This appeal process is not mandatory and failure to utilize the process does not
preclude a requester’s right to bring a lawsuit under RCW 42.56.550.

Appendix A: Contact Information
Public Records Office
Email publicdisclosure@tacoma.gov
Phone 253-231-0240
Fax 253.502.8598

Public Records Office Address
Tacoma Public Utilities
3628 South 35 Street
Tacoma, WA 98409

Mailing Address
Tacoma Public Utilities
Public Records Office
PO Box 11007
Tacoma, WA 98411
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Customer Support Center Address
733 Market Street
Tacoma, WA 98402

Appendix B: References
City Management and Budget Office Web Page - General Government Fee Schedule

Washington State Public Records Act - RCW.42.56
Public Records Act — Model Rules Chapter 44-14 Washington Administrative Code
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