FOI Monitoring in the Republic of Armenia

OUTCOMES OF MONITORING
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In the Republic of Armenia the monitoring process was lead by The Freedom of Information Center. A total of 100 requests were submitted to 18 bodies out of which 12 were State Government bodies, 3 local self-governing bodies and 3 Courts. 

In total 41% of requests, or 4 in 10, were answered and another 10% (1 in 10) received written refusals. One positive aspect of the results is that there were fewer mute refusals than the average for the monitoring (29% as against 36% average), and more fulfilled requests and written refusals. As in other countries, requestors had difficulty in submitting requests: the level of unable to submits in Armenia was the same as the average for the monitoring at 15%, and oral refusals at 5% were in line with the average of 6% for all countries. 

From one perspective, these results are positive for a country that did not have an FOI law in force at the time the monitoring was being carried out. On the other hand, the monitoring was done within the framework of other laws which provide citizens with information access rights (see Section 4.1 below) and in that context the results show that there is significant government secrecy. We also note that the results from Armenia reflect widely differing treatment of requestors: some, such as the pro-governmental journalist did very well receiving most of the information they requested, whereas others, such as the ordinary citizens, received much less information. So, while the overall results may be read as providing a solid basis for Armenia to introduce a more systematic and effective FOI regime, some of the details indicate serious problems which need to be rectified if Armenia is to be able to assert that there is government transparency in practice.  

We also note that the Government of Armenia has made commitments to increasing transparency. In particular, it has put access to information as one of the main principles of its Anti-Corruption Strategy adopted on November 6 2003. The Policy recognizes that “the information accessibility will significantly enhance the publicity and transparency of public service, which will promote the expansion of public involvement in the decision making process”. The Government of Armenia is also required to comply with the standards for openness established in the Council of Europe Recommendation on Access to Official Documents referred to in more detail in the introduction to this report. Given these commitments, and given the pressing need to address corruption in Armenia, the monitoring has shown that considerable government secrecy remains and that access to information is still inadequate. Although the FOI law was not in place at the time of the monitoring, other legislative provisions which provide for access to information did exist and these were widely infringed. It is important that high compliance with the new law and a stronger culture of transparency is introduced if Armenia is to genuinely fulfill the pledges made in the Anti-Corruption Policy. 

4.1 Legal Framework and Context

At the time of Monitoring project in 2003, Armenia did not have a freedom of information law. The FOI law was adopted by the National Assembly on September 23 when the Monitoring was already concluded. 

For the purposes of this monitoring, reference was made to Article 24 of the Constitution of the Republic of Armenia, which says: "Everyone is entitled to freedom of speech including the freedom to seek, receive and disseminate information and ideas through any medium regardless of state borders”. Besides the constitutional guarantee, the right of access to information was to some extent regulated by the RA law “On the Procedure of Consideration of Citizens’ Appeals and Complaints” adopted in 1999. This law provided mechanisms by which citizens may seek information. It regulates the relationships concerning consideration of the citizen’s appeals, suggestions and complaints by the state, public bodies, local self-governing bodies, their officials, organizations. The law obliges these bodies to promptly and objectively consider each appeal, suggestion and complaint, to come up with justified decisions of those and to execute these decisions (Article 4).

The law specifies precise time frames for considering citizens’ requests, complaints and suggestions.  Article 4 of the RA law “On the Procedure of Consideration of Citizens’ Appeals and Complaints” defines that the state bodies, local self-governing bodies, organizations should answer the requests, appeals and complaints that do not require research and additional work within 15 days.  Those requiring research, additional work and investigating, should be answered within one month.  This time frame may also be extended for a maximum of a further 15 days. For the purposes of this monitoring, we chose a 30 day time frame unless an extension was requested. 

The law defines that in special cases the appeals of citizens or legal entities may be taken under special control and in this case individual deadlines are defined (Article 7).  One shortcoming of this law is that it does not clarify how long “individual” deadlines may be extended.  Also there is no definition of these “special cases”, nor of the basis for defining these cases and the law is silent on whether the applicant should be informed about the assigning of “special” deadlines to his or her case and about the dates of the new deadlines.  In practice these shortcomings left wide space for circumventing the law and violating the right of access to information.

It is worth mentioning that the extant legislation also lacked clarity on responsibility for handling requests for information and on procedures or sanctions in case of violation of access rights. 

During the Monitoring period, a draft FOI law existed which was drafted by the National Assembly members and a coalition of NGOs. The purpose the FOI draft was to regulate the constitutional right of access to information and to provide real mechanisms for protection of this right. 

The draft FOI act – which was adopted into law in September 2003 as the law “On Freedom of Information” and came into force on 15 November 2003 - covers not only state and self-regulating bodies but also some private organizations which conduct public functions or have monopoly or a leading role in the product market.  

The FOI law as adopted appears to be an improvement on the previous provisions in some respects. The new law defines a 5-day time frame for answering the information requests. If additional work is needed to provide the information required, than the information is given to the applicant within 30 days after the application is filed, about which a written notice should be provided within 5 days after the application submission, highlighting the reasons for delay and the final deadline when the information will be provided. 

The FOI law also obliges State and local self-governing bodies periodically -  at least once a year – to publish a list of information according to what is needed by the public. This information includes, for example, activities and services, implemented for the public, budgets, staff-lists, names of official persons, their education, specialty, position, salary, work phone number, e-mail address, list of available information and procedure of providing such information, impact of the given body on the environment, etc. 

The FOI law also clarifies the procedure and basis for refusing to provide information, requiring that all denials should be justified according to the possible grounds established in the law. These provisions should deprive officials of the opportunity to behave arbitrarily, but a drawback of the new FOI law is that accountability mechanisms are weak and incomplete. The law declares that for illegal refusal to provide information, or for the incomplete information disposal, as well as for other infringements of the access to information, the officials are held responsible according to administrative or criminal Codes, without specifying exactly what the sanctions should be. Hence there are concerns that some of the problems of compliance with the right of access to information as identified in this monitoring will continue under the new law.

Furthermore, at time of writing this report in mid 2004 we have already seen moves from the government to revise the new FOI law even before it comes into force and some reluctance to proceed with the implementing regulation and to ensure that all members of the public can exercise their rights of access to information. The results of this monitoring underscore the need to the government to take the new law seriously and to implement it in line with international standards if democratic transparency of the administrative structures of the Republic of Armenia is to be achieved. 

4.2 The Requesting Process

Written requests were submitted in two ways: via post and in person. In cases where the requests were sent via post, the requestors asked for receipts from the postal service. The shortcoming of the postal service is that it takes 4-5 days for letters to be delivered, even within the city of Yerevan. This was taken into consideration when calculating the time-frames, as we know that in some cases institutions turned around the requests within the established time frames, but they were received late because of slow postal service – an additional 3-5 days grace period was granted, pushing the total time frame from 30 to 35 days.

Some written requests were submitted in person by the requestors. In many state institutions in Armenia there are special boxes for the citizens’ applications and letters. The boxes are opened daily; there is an established procedure for registering and handling the letters. The advantage of hand-delivery is that it eliminates postal delays for delivery, but apart from that, both methods of submission seemed equally effective. Of  course, the fact that an institution has received the request does not guarantee that it will reach the desk of the person responsible for answering it, and this was a problem in some cases (See Section N.n below). 

Oral requests were submitted in person. Some institutions were reluctant to accept oral requests. In 15 cases, or 15% of requests, we were forced to recorded an unable to submit outcome. These were all oral requests, and did not vary significantly in terms of the type of request: 
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UNABLE TO SUBMIT BY REQUEST TYPE

There does, however, seem to be a distinction between the type of requestor: 
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UNABLE TO SUBMIT OUTCOMES AS % OF SUBMITTED REQUESTS BY REQUESTOR

In general, state bodies do not encourage the submission of oral requests and requestors were often asked to convert these into written requests. In some cases the reluctance to accept oral requests seems to have been a pretext for getting rid of the requestors, particularly the non-affiliated persons and excluded group requestors. In some cases, assistance was provided converting the oral request to a written one: in the Ministry of Environment, the non-affiliated person had to visit the Ministry several times, trying to find out the person responsible for information provision. Eventually, the Press secretary advised him to submit a written request, kindly providing pen and paper so that the request could be written on the spot. However, even after subsequent repeated visits to the Ministry, the information requested – about the percentage of trees logged – was not answered and the Head of the Forest Protection Department informed the requestor that no one in the Ministry possessed the information, which we recorded as an oral refusal. The other oral request to the Ministry of Environment in this monitoring resulted in an answer, albeit an incomplete one. In the interviews with the Ministry of Environment, they noted that they encouraged oral requests and had systems in place for handling them – a positive attitude even if the systems did not work smoothly in our testing of them. 

In a similar experience with the Police of the RA, the public relations official received the non-affiliated requestor very kindly, but refused to respond to her oral request and suggested that a written request be submitted. This was done to test what would happen, but no response was subsequently forthcoming. 

In some cases responses were received after converting oral requests into written ones. In response to an oral request one of the excluded group requestors (the refugee), the officials in the Ministry of Finance asked her to send a written request. As a result, the refugee received a complete answer to one of the two questions she asked.

4.3 Written vs. Oral Requests
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Outcomes by form of submission

During the monitoring, requestors had to be persistent to succeed in submitting oral requests. Even with this persistence, oral requests could not be submitted or received an oral refusal in 45% of cases, which is nearly 1 in 2 orally presented requests. Oral requests, nevertheless, resulted in a slightly higher percentage of answers than written requests (45% against 39%), and once an oral request had been submitted it was answered in 83% of cases. The likely explanation for this is that once an institution has accepted the request and a relationship has been established with the requestor who was persistent in making the oral request, it is more likely that information will be forthcoming. This is a positive finding and if more oral requests could be accepted, would provide a solid basis for handling oral requests. 

In Armenia there were no oral refusals to routine requests. The 5 oral refusals were a mixture of difficult and sensitive requests, of which 3 were in written format and 2 oral. Of the 9 routine oral requests in Armenia, only the two by the excluded group person could not be submitted, the remaining 7 were received and 5 of these were subsequently answered, with the other two resulting in a mute refusal. This is a generally positive outcome which indicates that it is possible to make oral requests for routine information and receive information. This practice should be encouraged and increased as Armenia introduces the new FOI law. 

An example of how oral requests are treated differently comes from the Supreme Court (Court of Cassation). In the interviews we found that the Supreme Court has good information systems and a readiness to answer requests, although there was perhaps some preference for requestors who represent institutions (media, NGOs) or are known to the court personnel. In the monitoring, the pro-governmental journalist and the NGO representative who filed written requests at the Supreme Court were provided with information, whereas the excluded group representative who attempted to file oral requests was unable to do so. 

The outcomes for written requests are in line with those for the whole monitoring: 39% or about 4 in 10 were answered (project average was 36%) and another 41% (again about 4 in 10) received no answer at all, a mute refusal (project average 36%). The level of written refusals in Armenia is above average at 16% (project average 8%) which indicates at least some willingness on the part of the authority to respond to citizens requests and the existence of internal systems for processing petitions from citizens. The introduction of an FOI law should build upon these existing procedures to increase the number of fulfilled requests and reduce the number of mute refusals. 

4.4 Outcomes for Submitted Requests
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Of the requests actually submitted in Armenia (ie: discounting unable to submit outcomes), 48%, or approximately one in two requests, received answers. There was a significant difference according to whether the requests were routine, difficult or sensitive: 
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OUTCOMES FOR SUBMITTED REQUESTS BY LEVEL

Routine and sensitive requests received far more answers than difficult requests. It should be recalled that sensitive questions were designed as straightforward questions but which might have some political or cultural sensitivity. These were not questions which could legitimately, in our best estimation, trigger the exemptions of an FOI law. It seems that in Armenia, the authorities were well disposed to respond to requests where the information was readily available, but that more difficult questions were genuinely difficult and the lack of information management made it hard to answer these questions. In some cases, requests for data which might appear essential for a particular body to perform its function, for example, for the Ministry of Environment to know the percentage of trees logged, was not available. The interviews backed this up this finding that internal information management is still as serious problem for many public bodies in Armenia. 

It is, nevertheless, positive that a further 27% of the difficult requests did at least receive written refusals, so that even where information was not provided, there was some response to the requestor. In total, 4 in 10 of difficult requests submitted received an answer, although this is still below the project average of 50% for submitted difficult requests. 

4.5 Differing Treatment of Different Requestors

As noted above, the excluded group representatives had particular difficulty in submitting oral requests. The outcomes for submitted requests indicate different treatment of non-affiliated and excluded requestors: 
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OUTCOMES FOR SUBMITTED REQUESTS BY REQUESTOR

The monitoring results indicate a marked trend of discrimination against different types of requestors, which backs up the general experience from the monitoring which is that if the requestor is known (journalists, some NGOs) or happens to know someone in the public authority, or is persistent enough to establish a relationship with the person responsible for handling the request, they are more likely to receive information. In addition to the findings of the requests in this monitoring, we note that the requests for interviews made by Freedom of Information Center were agreed to very rapidly and only one institution (the local court) declined an interview. It seems that these findings are a reflection of the way in which Armenian society functions with personal contacts being very important, but they are highly problematic because they mean that the right of access to information is not enjoyed equally by all. It is of particular concern that there is discrimination against ordinary citizens and excluded group members. 

As the above chart shows, journalists in particular enjoy much greater access, and the monitoring process confirmed that they are welcomed and respected, whereas ordinary citizens are often ignored and or even treated with disrespect. The Pro-Governmental journalist was particularly well treated, receiving answers to 9 out of 10 requests – a result which pushes up the overall average for Armenia. By contrast, although the non-affiliated persons were better able to submit requests than the excluded group representatives, they received less information, and one in two of their requests met with mute refusals. 

In some cases, the same question resulted in an answer for the journalist and a mute refusal for an excluded group member. For example, the Office of the President responded to a request from the pro-governmental journalist for the list of special advisors by providing the whole list of advisors and salary details of one advisor. The excluded group person who had submitted the exact same request in written form never received an answer (mute refusal). At the Ministry of Finance and Economy, the Opposition Journalist filed an oral requests about grants and financial donations provided by international financial institutions and other countries and received an incomplete answer. The pro-governmental journalist who submitted in written form the same request also received the same incomplete answer. On the other hand, the excluded group member (refugee) was unable to submit the same oral request and required to put it in writing. Rather than being answered, the written request was later transferred by the Ministry of Finance to the Department of Migration and Refugees from where the requestor received an answer. This seems to be a clear case of where the information was available, but the requestors were treated differently. In the interview stage we found that both the Ministry of Finance had good systems in place for handling requests but that the staff were essentially media relations staff and had a much better understanding of journalism than the right of access to information, which could explain this outcome. 

The State Agency on Standardization, Certification and Metrology refused to answer a difficult request on the number and amount of administrative fines imposed for sale of expired food on the grounds that that they were not authorized to provide such information to individuals and organizations (the requestors were NGO representative and non-affiliated persons). The interviews also revealed the attitude – which was common in other countries in the monitoring -- that ordinary persons do not need to have information from the government whereas those interviewed clearly felt under a strong obligation to provide information to the mass media. This attitude was particularly prevalent at the regional and local level (this attitude was explicitly stated in the interviews by the Ministry of Health and by the Aragatsotn Governor’s office).  

A remarkable finding is the fact that the refugee (one of the excluded group requestors) received more information than the non-affiliated persons did. This can perhaps be explained by the fact that refugees enjoy a special status in Armenia even though they face some difficulties, such as access to employment.  

The most positive example was that of the private telecommunication company (ARMENTEL) which did not discriminate between the requestors and answered all questions. One could also conclude that the courts also did not exhibit discrimination: they failed to answer any questions, regardless of the fact the requestor was a journalist, NGO, or a citizen.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
4.6 Time Frames, Mute Refusals and Refusals

There were only 4 late responses in Armenia, all of them providing information with no late refusals. The time frames do not seem to be a challenge, although this may change when the new law with its very short (5-day) time frames is implemented. 

Many of the mute refusals in Armenia came at the regional and local level (both regional and local executive and regional and local courts). Our follow-up interviews showed that two factors are particularly prevalent at the local level: there is a serious lack of resources, including a lack of computer databases and even computer systems for registering and tracking requests, and staff are often not highly trained and lack knowledge and understanding of FOI. In some cases staff are assigned to handling information requests on top of other jobs, for example in the Arkabir District Administration the Head of the Education Department was assigned this role because she had previously worked as a journalist. Requests are registered in a log book and there is often a centralized system for responding to the requests, with the governor or his chief of staff responsible for taking decision. In some cases (the Aragatsotn Governor’s Office for example) it was claimed that not all the requests had been received, a claim which is hard to verify even though we had the postal receipts. Where there were internal systems in place (Armavir and Shirak Governors’ offices, including a computer system in the latter) responsiveness increases. Authorities at the local level conceded in interviews that personal contacts can help in ensuring responsiveness to a request, but noted that most local citizens have such contacts. 

Another underlying cause of mute refusals seems to be the belief that not all citizens are entitled to information, or that they need to justify their requests. This attitude was expressed a number of times in the interviews, including by the Ministry of Health (2 unable to submit, 4 mute refusals) which stated that citizens have to provide written justification of the need for the information. This attitude is a particular shame because the Ministry has a very well-developed Information Centre with an excellent computerized database. By contrast, the Ministry of Education seems to have rather chaotic internal systems but a very positive attitude to information requestors and managed to fulfill 4 out of 6 requests, with one request receiving an oral refusal and another remaining unanswered (mute). 

Lack of internal cooperation within government departments also seems to have been a problem in some cases. For example, in response to the request the opposition journalist sent to the Defense Minister, the Legal Department of the Ministry wrote back suggesting that the Public Relations Department be approached. The Legal Department could have passed the letter to the appropriate office themselves, and indeed, this was their legal obligation. To ensure proper implementation of the FOI law it will be vital that internal communication systems for processing requests are established so that if one department receives a request and another holds the information, this will not be an obstacle to providing information to the requestors.

4.7 Written and Oral Refusals [image: image7.wmf]48%
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 OUTCOMES BY TYPE OF REFUSAL (only includes bodies which issued written or oral refusals)

Out of 11 written and 5 oral (total 16) refusals only none were justified with the grounds typically included in access to information laws. Only one even mentioned exemptions (an oral refusal from the local court in response to a request about the number of not-guilty pleas which resulted in acquittals in 2001). Another body (the Administration of Standardization, Metrology and Certification) refused to provide information to individuals or institutions, stating that it could only disclose information to other government institutions. Of the others refusals, both oral and written, the reasons for not providing the information included that the requestor needed to justify the reason for requesting the information, and that clarifications be provided (to a question which could hardly have been more clear: “In 2003 how many refugees will be provided with apartments both in Yerevan and in the regions”.) One requestor was told simply “That information has already been published” without any indication as to where. 
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These findings underscore the need for the law clearly to oblige government officials to state the grounds for refusing information. The grounds for refusal can only be those stated in the FOI law, and a specific exemption should always be referred to. Such provisions force the public bodies to pause for thought before giving rather facile grounds for refusal, and should provide the requestor with a basis on which to appeal or challenge the refusal decision. 

OUTCOMES BY INSTITUTION

The best performing institutions were Armentel, the national telecommunications provider (which answered all requests), followed by the Supreme Court, and the Ministries of Finance, Environment, and Education. Institutions which failed to provide answers to any requests at all included the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Defense, the Court of Appeal and the Local Court. 

Those institutions which responded well had either efficient internal systems for handling requests (Armentel, Ministry of Finance) or a good level of political will to provide information, or both. We should add the caveat that the differing treatment of requestors seems to have influenced the outcomes. For example, the Supreme Court did well as two of the requestors were journalists and in general journalists received more information than other requestors. We also note that some bodies which performed well had already been the target of civil society advocacy and pressure to release information. For example, the Ministry of Environment had been successfully sued by the Association of Investigative Journalists earlier in 2003 and after it lost this court case, it seemed to have substantially improved its information provision. 

Armentel has a complicated and centralized system for handling information requests. Oral requests are received by department heads once per week, and they attempt to answer them immediately. Written requests are given a number by the Central Protocol Department, and are registered in both the log book and on the computer system. All letters are translated into Greek and English and then reviewed by the Executive Director (who is Greek) who instructs his assistant to allocate them to relevant departments. The Letter Department does not follow up on the requests, and the only follow up can be by citizens who phone to inquire as to the status of their requests. It should be noted that the Freedom of Information Centre had some difficulty setting up the interview and eventually needed to make use of personal contacts within the institution to secure the appointment, as there is caution within Armentel about giving out information and not all employees are empowered to do so. The system seems to work, insofar as all the requests we submitted were answered, but it might prove cumbersome if the volume of requests were to increase, and does not necessarily provide the best model for government departments. 

Four positive responses were received from the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Education is a good example of a cooperative institution. Even when they did not possess the requested information, they were very polite and supportive. The requestors who requested the complete list of public and private schools (the list is composed of tens of pages) received them timely and completely. Only in one case the requestor was asked to bring paper for printing the information.

The poor responses of the lower courts were explained at the interview stage by the fact that they usually refer requests to the Supreme Court which manages information release about the Court System. Within the judicial system, no court apart from the Supreme Court has a public relations or information department, or an information officer. No single person is directly responsible for providing information from the courts with the exception of the relevant officials in the Supreme Court. In addition, in the lower courts, the obligation to provide information rests with the chief of the court staff/administration who has many other duties to fulfill daily and is not specialized in FOI issues. In every case, before processing the submitted request the chief of staff should report and consult with the head of the court on what to answer). As the FOI law comes into force, this issue can be addressed by decentralizing information management and ensuring that at least one person in each court is responsible for handling information requests from the public. At the same time, it will be necessary to ensure that the person handling the information requests has the capacity and decision-making power to be able to do so efficiently. 

The Ministry of Health also suffers from a lack of resources and equipment, including not having either a fax machine or an Internet connection. At the same time, the lack of awareness of the law and the belief that citizens have to justify request also seemed to have lain behind the failure to respond to any of the requests submitted, and the fact that 4 out of 6 requests received written replies confirms this. 

The Ministry of Defence, which did not answer any questions, provided a particular example of the ongoing culture of secrecy in some branches of government. The interview with the Head of the Information and Propaganda department was allotted only five minutes. When asked when the Ministry’s public Internet site would be ready, he responded that as their Ministry represents a secret system, that information could not be provided as it is a secret. 
A number of common problems can be identified during the monitoring in Armenia. Many of these are similar to the problems we found in other countries, and are not at all surprising given the current status of administrative transition in Armenia. We nevertheless highlight to draw attention to the issues which need to addressed to ensure better implementation of the FOI law. 

· We found that in most ministries, governor’s offices and local self-governing bodies there is no unified system for providing information. Different departments within a government body have their own administrative procedures, which results in a randomized responsiveness. In addition, many of the bodies monitored do not have guides for citizens as to how to access information or who to ask for what information. Clearer procedures with easily identifiable information officers could greatly improve information access. 

· The efficiency of information provision also depends on personal diligence of the employees, their experience and knowledge in FOI issues. The practice shows, that in cases when an information officer works professionally, requests are responded properly and timely. Unfortunately, our observations showed that information officers have gained their work experience and knowledge mainly due to long work experience, but not due to any training. Their knowledge in freedom of information is very limited and is based more on the traditions and on instructions from supervisors. No trainings have been organized on freedom of information issues.

· Levels of training and administrative style of state employees varies. Some have been trained in formal administrative systems which can lead to a more bureaucratic and legalistic approach to providing information, while others have a more open approach to dealing with members of the public. Some staff have little or know knowledge of information technology, some are highly capable of using computer systems and the Internet. The development of training programs will need to address these differences, ensuring that all staff who respond to information requests from the public understand and can apply the law and that they are also trained in how to handle any necessary computer systems and to respond without discrimination to all requestors. 

4.9 Recommendations 

Based on our observations during the FOI monitoring and taking into consideration the new law, the following recommendations are proposed for promoting freedom of information in Armenia.

Recommendations to Government: 

· Commitment to Transparency: The highest levels of government need to reiterate the commitment to promote transparency and implement the FOI law. Heads of departments at all levels of the state administration should demonstrate a strong political will for implementation of the newly developed FOI legislation in the RA. 
· Internal Systems: To promote standardized information management procedures for all state institutions. It is also important to promote information sharing between different branches of government so that state institutions can exchange information. 

· Technical capacity: To strengthen technical capacities of all state institutions and to ensure that the information officers / public relations departments of the institutions have sufficient computing resources to carry out their work.

· FOI Officers: We call state and local government bodies to ensure that they are complying with the provisions of the new FOI law, including by nominate a person responsible for providing access to information. 

· Use of Web sites: All institutions are encouraged to post information they possess on their web sites to ease the procedure for access to government-held documents. Those who have not constructed web sites yet, should be encouraged to create them and make the information available on-line. Resources should be made available to do this. At the same time, having information on the Internet should not preclude requestors from asking for by written or oral requests and receiving it in oral or form as appropriate. 

· Ensuring responses: Given the large number of mute refusals encountered during the monitoring project we call the state administration to ensure that all requests for information are answered within the time frames established by the law. If refusals are to be issued, they should state the grounds provided for in the law. 

· Equal treatment of requestors: Discrimination toward various requestors, such as oppositional journalists or ordinary citizens should be totally eliminated. Clear signals should be sent by senior politicians, the leaders of government and by heads of departments that such discrimination is illegal and will not be tolerated.

· Training of Public Officials: It is recommended that training courses are provided to all information officers and these should cover both legal aspects of access to information and technical skills for information management. It is quite possible to use the internal human resources of the institutions along with external assistance. Civil Society groups expert in the FOI law can also be called upon to contribute to these trainings. 

· Ongoing Training: It is recommended to include training on the FOI law in the curricula of the State Administration Academy and the Council of State Service qualification trainings. It is also recommended to include FOI legislation training in the curricula of the universities, particularly in the Journalism and Law Departments, as well as at schools.

· Internal Guidelines: It is recommended that manuals and guidelines be produced for public servants and for judges on how to apply the FOI legislation.

· Exchange of Experiences: It is recommended that mechanisms be developed for exchange of experiences on implementation between different branches and levels of government within Armenia, and to the greatest extent possible between civil servants in Armenia and those in other countries with greater experience of implementing FOI laws.  

· Public Awareness Raising: It is recommended that the government takes steps to inform the general public about their rights to access information and the mechanisms for doing so. Government web portals should include information on how to request information. Publication of FOI guides for citizens would contribute to this purpose and can be widely disseminate and made available in all government bodies. 

To Government / the Legislature: 

· Implementing Regulation: By-laws should be drafted and adopted by the Government to facilitate procedures of documentation, filing, holding of the information. In particular the following by-laws should be drafted and adopted:

· Order of payments for information release, 

· Order of documentation and filing, 

· Classification and holding of the information. On the bases of the latest the information holders prescribed by law have to elaborate their own procedures for releasing, classification and documentation of the information.

· Harmonization with other Legislation: The monitoring showed that legal mechanisms for accountability in the FOI field are not complete. In addition to implementation of the new FOI law and the implementing regulation, it is necessary to harmonize other legislation which may conflict with the FOI law and to ensure that other regulations support provision of information. The National Assembly should review all other relevant laws (including for example the RA Administrative Code, RA Law on Local Governance, RA Law on State Service, RA Law on Service in Administration of National Assembly, RA Law on Tax Service, RA Law on Police Service, and RA Law on National Security Service) to ensure their compatibility with the right of access to information. 

To the Media, Civil Society and the Public:

· Mass media: Journalists from all the mass media are encouraged actively to use the law and to cover freedom of information issues so as to increase awareness of the right to access information. 

· Civil Society: NGOs are encouraged to the FOI law and assist others to use the law through advisory and litigation, as well as to monitor the practice of law implementation in the state institutions.

· Public Use of the Law: Members of the general public are encouraged to exercise their right to information by making use of the new law and asking for information from local and central government. 
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