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Government pooh-bahs live by the credo InformaisoRower. Here are a few of the guerrillas workimgverthrow
the resulting dictatorship.

* Carl Malamud has posted 20 million pages of fatleourt filings online for free, undermining thevggrnment's fee-
based PACER system and leveling the playing fieltiveen rich litigants and poor.

Malamud's Sebastopol, Calif.-based nonprofit, muldsource.org, has also posted administrativebaitding safety
codes from all 50 states, defying their copyrightras (and their steep per-copy fees). He's alstiwg to make court
decisions widely available, challenging the comnaicenses granted to private companies like \Westand Lexis.

"We don't think any state has the right to assgpiydght over the law or give a corporation exchasiight to that law,"
he told me.

* Ellen Miller is co-founder and executive directfrthe Washington-based Sunlight Foundation, whietkes grants
to nonprofits that improve public access to goventrdata. Sunlight's annual "Apps for America" eshtrecognizes the
freelance software developers who have concoctedléverest programs to slice and dice raw govenhifeta into
digestible and edifying form.

This year's winner was Datamasher.org, which esalders to juxtapose, or mash up, state-levesstatito illuminate
policy issues. For example, which states have igjfeelst graduation rates measured against theimloeme? (Best:
Arkansas. Worst: Nevada. California's rank: 47th.)

* Josh Tauberer started Govtrack.us as a colledergraduate. It's now a one-stop shop for mashethtgabout
Congress, its members and its bills.

"It was clear that Congress had lots of informatioh was horribly underutilizing it," he says.

Fun fact: Which California member is the most sssbd at introducing bills later enacted? Sen. D&aReinstein, witl
31. (She's also the highest-ranking Democrat.) Wamthe largest number of bills that never gotobeommittee? Among
Californians, the prolific Feinstein again, with848ead ducks.

The work of Malamud, Miller and Tauberer pointsatsea change taking place in the transparencyvargment:
Technology is making it harder than ever for eldatpresentatives to conceal how they're spendingnoney (and makin
money -- the website Maplight.org tracks campaignations and can match them, almost to the dayotes by the
recipient.)

The birth date of the transparency movement is tapinpoint. Some mark it as October 2006, whennthnprofit
group OMB Watch, which monitors the White Housei€fof Management and Budget, launched FedSpemdgqgith a
$334,000 grant from the Sunlight Foundation. The allows users to search for information on fedewvatracts and grants
drawn largely from two government databases regdbéatk to fiscal 200
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But there had been plenty of action before therlaMad, a pioneering insurgent, won a grant in 1®93ace the
Securities and Exchange Commission's EDGAR datadfas@rporate filings online, breaking the near-mpaoly then held
by the commercial Lexis/Nexis service.

A few years later, he abruptly announced he wattisgudown his website and invited its devoteddiéde to direct
their complaints to the SEC. Bowing to the ineViéalthe agency made EDGAR available free of chaigevww.sec.gov.

Malamud is now engaged in a similar effort to fAaaericans from the tyranny of PACER, which chargpgo eight
cents a page to download legal documents fileédeifal courts.

Among his tools -- and the neatest transparenciicapipn I've seen -- is an add-on for the Firefeb browser called
RECAP (yes, PACER spelled backward), developedint&on University.

If you run a PACER search, RECAP will tell you @a on-screen icon whether a given document camowaldaded
for free from its own database. If you download stimng not yet available, RECAP automatically aidds the free
database, in a sort of digital Kumbaya.

This cuts into the courts' PACER revenue of $10iomila year, which may be why PACER has respondéu awather
prickly warning about RECAP on its site.

Malamud contends, quite rightly, that "the wholénpds that the courts should be available to thblis. When they
don't do that to make money, they're subverting then purpose.”

An intriguing aspect of this work is its bipartisappeal. "Transparency is one of the few issudsuthites people acra
the board," says Gary Chapman, director of the @gstury Project at the University of Texas, whiclsesses the social
implications of new technologies.

Malamud, a former staff member at the liberal CefteAmerican Progress, is well aware that hiskvaosses the
ideological divide.

"The Cato Institute loves me," he jokes, referiogVashington's leading libertarian think tank.

Another salient point is its bottom-up nature: Thest important applications come from outside tbeegnment.
Indeed, government agencies, confined by a welverlapping information regulations, are terriblaatributing their own
data in user-friendly formats. Try figuring out heavfind a document on the Federal Communicatioms@ission's
website, and you'll know why some regulatory laveyeall it the "Federal Incommunicado Commission."

Transparency advocates say the government shanfdysinake all its information databases availabléhe public in
raw, machine-readable form and let outsiders devie tools to use them.

"There's no way that agencies can single-handedljige everything the public wants, so you neerbtparties to
come in," Tauberer says. It's not in the mind-$efovernment webmasters to develop really penegdtols, he says, nor
should it be. "You wouldn't want government to daatvMaplight does -- you can't expect governmefetéts own
watchdog."

While unofficial outsiders are indispensable fording the best ways to force transparency on gowem, the value of
support from the top can't be overstated. The Obadnainistration has broken new ground in openirgfé¢ileral data
storehouse. One of Obama'’s first acts as presiEain openness initiative for all executbranch agencies, and his Wt
House chief information officer, Vivek Kundra, ikdly to become a fixture at open-government caetiees.

"People at the White House are returning my phatis,t says Malamud, "which was not the case inptitevious
administration."

The instinct of those in power to monopolize infation to protect their position won't die overnigimd if Obama
discovers the political value of holding his cactisse to his vest, or is succeeded by a presideatdees, could the progre
of recent years be reversed?

Miller maintains, perhaps wishfully, that "the gers out of the bottle
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"There's a cultural change taking place," she todd "It will be very difficult to stop putting infonation on the Web.
Transparency online for government is an idea whiose has come, and it will not go away lightlys lhard to make an
argument against it."

Michael Hiltzik's column appears Mondays and Thaysd Reach him at michael.hiltzik@latimes.com, reiad at
www.latimes.com/hiltzik, and follow @Ilatimeshiltzdn Twitter.
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