
Take a Look at Your File

The Privacy Act Allows You
to See What

Government Files Say About You

You’re a wall and ceiling contract-
o r and you’ve been around

awhile.
Maybe you’ve been involved with

some federal people. You could have
done work where federal money was
involved.

Or maybe — as it happens with
most people — one or more of the
various government agencies starts
building a dossier on you.

If you’d sort of like to know just
what the scuttlebutt is on yourself
and what’s running around in govern-
ment files you can find out. That’s
what Public Law 93-579, better
known as the Privacy Act, is all about.

This law gives you such rights as
knowing how many times your name
appears on the flap of a government
file, what kind of information has
been assembled on you.

Said former President Gerald
Ford:  “Federa l  agenc ies  have
amassed vast amounts of informa-
tion about virtually every American
citizen.

“And this is information that indi-
viduals conceivably can use for other
than legitimate purposes — and with-
out the prior knowledge or consent
of the individual involved.

Fact is, there are some 7000 sep-
arate Government files, many of
which have millions of individual
records.

Under Public Law 93-579 you now

have the right of access to the infor-
mation that the Government has
compiled on you. That’s your right
just so long as it doesn’t: a) relate to
national security; b) reveal a confi-
dential source, or c) provide you with
an unfair advantage on a government
examination.

The Beginning
Is the Library

If you decide that you would like
to know how much your big friendly
government has on you, your first
step should be at your public library.

Here, you’ll find a government
book, “Protect ing Your Right to

Privacy — Digest of Systems of Re
cords/Agency Rules/Research Aids.”

This same book is available — in
case a public library isn’t convenient
to you — from the Government Print-
ing Office, Washington, D.C., for five
dollars.

As a reference manual, it is out-
standing. As something to read, it’s a
test in impossibility. The 737 pages
contain every “system”, its location,
what the file (another word for “sys-
tem”) is used for, how long it is kept
and to whom you write for access.

The most efficient way to handle
this tome is to run down the table of
contents, checking off any agency
with which you might have even the
remotest connection. There are 82
agencies.

The criteria for checking off an
agency is in any possible exposure to
that agency’s jurisdiction. Have you
ever filled out a form, applied for
any kind of license, been involved in
a complaint or disagreement, done
work where federal money was in-
volved, rented a mail box?

Answering such questions will give
you the opportunity to select those
agencies which probably have an
interest in you. Once you’ve estab-
lished your list, the next step is to
submit a formal request to each sys-
tem or file manager.

In all but a few rare cases you can
make your request in person or by
mail. There are a few agencies which
require you to make a personal ap-
pearance, and absolutely none will
give out information over the phone.

Also, don’t try to prepare a form
letter that you can gun out to all
agency heads on your list. Each
agency has its own set of rules and
regs.

The Procedures Are
At the End

The final 300 pages in “Protecting
Your Right to Privacy” are devoted
to agency rules and regulations. As
reading matter, you may expect typi-
cal governmentese.

Regulations, though, are indexed
by agency. Within each agency sec-
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tion, there is a subsection entitled
“Times, Places and Requirements for
Identification of Individuals Making
Requests.”

It’s in these sections that you’ll
find what you can request, where
you should ask, and whether or not a
written request is acceptable. You’ll
also learn when and how the records
can be accessed, and what will serve
as adequate identification.

You can make your information
search a lot easier and more produc-
tive if you’ll remember a few addi-
tional niceties about dealing with the
government and the people in it.

For example, print the words PRI-
VACY ACT REQUEST on the front
of the envelope and again across the
top of the letter.

Next, remember that the agency is
allowed to levy a small-fee for docu-
ment reproduction but can’t charge

you for the time and expense of locat-
ing your file. Don’t forget to sign
your request and be certain that any
proof of identification you send is
properly notarized. Never send origi-
nal documents.

You should specify the exact file
you wish access to, using the title as

it appears in the Government listing.
Give any information you have about
dates, places or correspondence re-
lating to the creation of the file.

When you’re not all that certain,
don’t be the least bit hesitant about
asking, “Am I in this Government
file?”

Your full legal name and address
are vital. Don’t forget it.

A final rule to remember is that
the Government bureaucrat isn’t
your enemy. He wants to help. But
sometimes locating your file does
take time and you should be patient,
following up with telephone calls to
offer any additional assistance or
information.

Finding out about your file is one
thing. Doing something about it is
something else — and this is es-
pecially important when the records
contain perhaps some incorrect or
misleading data.

Most agencies do indeed provide
for a means of changing files when
this occurs. Simple corrections can
often be handled through further
correspondence with the systems
manager.

You’ll need an attorney, though,
when major problems exist regarding,
say, your character or work record
or for requests that have been denied.

To conclude, please remember:
some agencies also keep files on peo-
ple who request access to their files.
Thus you can request access to a file
on those who request access to a file
on those who ----.
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