Springfield
News Leader
Springfield,MO
Circ. 65973
From Page:

7/19/2009
17284

County:
Greene

17284-07-19_1001

PRESS CLIFPTNG HUREAT

00

‘MSU audit

redactions

smack of
overkill

OUR VOICE

Frring on the side of openness isn't just
a goal or nice idea — it is also the law.

Take a close look at the pho-
tograph to the right of this edi-
torial.

These three pages are sup-
posed to be public records. The
law says they must be released
to citizens or the media upon
request.

They are part of final audit re-
ports that are supgysed to give

about 1t, ana
we make this
public call for
the university
to do more in-
formation

sharing and

less redacting when it comes to
important documents like
these.

Though the state Sunshine
Law specifically identifies final
audit reports as p‘ublic records,

details of three ditterent inves-
tigations into how money was
handled at Missouri State Uni-
versity, a public institution sup-
ported by your tax dollars.
But, as you can see, many de-
tails are not public in these
records. They are blacked out.
Lots of words are missing.
Full paragraphs got the bold
marker treatment. Even the

what MSU has released to us in
these three cases are very
much partial records. The
redacting, as you can tell from
the photograph (go to this sto-
ry online to see everything that

This editorial is the view ol
the News-Leader Editorial Board.

names of academic depart-
ments at the university that
were investigated have been
hidden from public view.

The university says it has the
right to do that extreme editing.

But it smacks of overkill to
us.

We think you should know

~b miis 14 aed

was redacted) makes 1t very
difficult to make sense of the
investigations.

And, in our view, it flies in the
face of a very important point
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in the state Sun-
shine Law — the
section under the
heading: “Liberal
construction of the
law to be public
policy.”

That  section
states, very direct-
ly, that parts of the
law requiring
openness should
be “liberally con-
strued.” Parts al-
lowing the with-
holding of records
should be “strictly
construed.”

From our careful
look at these inter-
nal audits by re-
porter Didi Tang,
and our experience

MaAve wves wamp —eo—o-— -

with other such audits from
Springfield, the state Auditor’s
Office and even previously
from MSU, whoever blacked
out sections of these audits did
not err on the side of openness.

In trying to justify the editing,

MSU says it ap-
plied legal ex-
emptions to the
release of
records regard-
ing “discipline
of an employ-

3.t

ee” and litigation or confidential
communications with a lawyer.

Obviously, we understand
how MSU might have to draw a
lawyer into investigations into
how money was spent, espe-
cially if questions arise about
employees holding the purse
strings. But this exemption is
supposed to be applied, again,
in a very limited fashion,
“strictly construed.”

If any record that can be tied
to a discussion with a lawyer is
excludable, MSU might want to
start buying its black, bold
markers by the gross.

The audits that were deliv-
ered to us with the heavyredac-
tions were done by MSU’s In-
ternal Auditing Department.

Despite the markups, the
documents helped Tang — af-
ter hours and hours of cross-
checking other records and in-
terviewing sources to try to get

past the redactions — proquce
three recent stories. Their
headlines were: “Audit: Travel
policies violated,” “MSU adds
new policies for tickets,” and
“Audit places MSU expendi-
tures under scrutiny.”

It's obvious from those head-
lines that internal audits like
these can help institutions, gov-
ernment bodies and businesses
unearth problems before they
get out of hand, or extremely
expensive. (The city of Spring-
field decided to hire such an au-
ditor after the high-profile
thefts at Municipal Court.)

Such audits, involving special
investigations by bookkeeping
sleuths, help uncover flaws in
accounting procedures, expose
weak financial controls or, in

some cases, determine why
money is missing.

These kind of audits, in our
view, can be even more effec-
tive as a check on government

activities when taxpayers — as
well as the employees within
an audited entity — can view
them, too.

Internal audits are not perfor-
mance reviews, paperwork
connected to a lawsuit or con-
fidential notes from attorneys.

The state legislature deter-
mined they were to be open
records for a reason. We hope
MSU respects that reasoning to
a greater degree in the future.

Erring on the side of open-
ness isn’t just a goal, a nice idea
or a theory.

It’s the law.

It shouldn’t be avoided. It
shouldn’t be ignored. And it
shouldn’t be redacted.

Read: Stories about the
' MSU audit by clicking on
 this editorial at
www.news-leader.com
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. AMBER ARNOLD / NEWYS-LEAULK
Pages of public records of final audit reports at Missouri State University
were heavily edited before being released to our reporter.






