
 
AB 700 – Public Records Act 

 
Summary:        
In California, ideologically diverse special interests, 
businesses, and individuals are increasingly using 
the California Public Record Act (CPRA) to disrupt 
important research at public universities. The CPRA 
is being used as an inexpensive political advocacy 
tool to harass researchers, eavesdrop on their 
professional communications with colleagues, 
increase the likelihood that they will be physically 
threatened, and discourage research on “hot” topics 
with societal relevance.  AB 700 will address this 
narrow issue and modernize the CPRA to encourage 
inquiry and protect knowledge production at public 
universities. 
 
Background:        
The PRA requires that government records be open 
and available for public inspection, unless they are 
exempt from disclosure. The CPRA is an important 
tool for enabling Californians to keep their 
government transparent and democratically 
accountable.  
 
California’s public universities are subject to the 
CPRA even though they have a distinct mission that 
differs from conventional government agencies: to 
produce knowledge and train students for the broad 
benefit of society. In California, third parties are 
using CPRA inquires as a strategy to harass 
researchers that are pursuing research disliked by or 
unfavorable to those requesting the records. 
 
Under the CPRA, the general rule is that virtually 
all documents in a researcher’s possession must be 
disclosed, including draft academic papers, emails 
with collaborators where new ideas are tested, 
personal calendars, and even handwritten notes for 
classroom lectures.  Often these requests come to 
faculty mid-research, when release of unpublished 

data and drafts prior to final publication can destroy 
years of work and funding.  
 
CPRA requests pull targeted researches off their 
critical work to spend ten to hundreds of hours 
responding to a single inquiry.  Conversely, these 
record requests are often directed to researchers 
working on socially relevant areas such as 
environmental science, labor, immigration, race and 
gender. The weaponization of the CPRA 
discourages faculty from pursing research and 
teaching in these areas, causing them to retreat to a 
less contentious topic. The consequence of 
researching more contentious topics can lead to 
reputational damage where record requesters will 
attempt to smear researchers through “quote 
mining.” This involves combing through thousands 
of emails to selectively quote emails to distort facts 
or conclusions, or to spread misinformation.  
 
Ultimately, abusive CPRA requests to researchers 
interfere with the central task of knowledge 
production across California’s world-class public 
universities. These practices threaten these public 
universities’ ability to conduct research and 
innovate that California so badly needs to meet the 
challenges of a complex future and maintain its 
economic leadership. 
 
AB 700 (as amended on March 18, 2019): ______ 
exempts from disclosure, certain information 
relating to faculty members at public colleges in 
California, including draft research materials and 
related communications.  
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