
Executive Summary
International Conference on the 
Right to Public Information

Atlanta, Georgia

February 2008



The Carter Center

1



The Carter Center

Executive Summary

2

Conference Proceedings
Throughout the conference, participants grappled 
with the fundamentally political aspects of access 
to information, such as the motivations of public 
and private actors to contribute to or impede it. 
This was evident the evening before the conference 
officially opened, when many participants attended 
Conversations at The Carter Center, an annual series 
of public discussions on timely political topics. The 
theme for Conversations was “Are We Safer with 
Secrecy?” and focused on the intersection of secu-
rity (national and public) and access to information. 
Although increasingly used as 
a reason to deny information, 
particularly following the events 
of Sept. 11, 2001, the panel-
ists argued that greater open-
ness in fact serves to enhance 
national and personal security 
as it improves decision making 
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Case Studies

The last panel was conceived with the primary pur-
pose of examining the state of ATI around the world. 
More than 70 countries in the world have 

ATI laws, and with each of these global triumphs 
come the corresponding possibility to share the expe-
riences and learn from the countless lessons. Five 
case studies were presented in this panel — Jamaica, 
United States, Bulgaria, China, and Mexico — with 
each country presenting a unique ATI regime. Borne 
out of their distinct cultural, political, and social cir-
cumstances, the instruments are structurally diverse 
and implemented differently yet share many similar 
challenges. The panelists contributed to the idea that 
future success will depend on the extent to which 
citizens embrace the right. 

Working Groups

The second day of the conference 
was dedicated to group work, 
with the participants strategically 
placed into five groups of multiple 
stakeholders. With strong facilita-
tion in each working group during 
the conference, the participants 
emerged with a number of spe-
cific recommendations and action 
items. Each group was assigned one specific topic to 
explore: 

• �Politics and Economy: shifting the balance toward 
openness 

• �Structural and Cultural Context: creating an envi-
ronment for transparency 

• �Non-state and Multilateral Actors: examining roles 
and responsibilities 

• �International Norm Building: considering universal 
standards and a global community 

• �Indicators and Measurement: demonstrating and 
improving impact 

Accountability

Featured on the second-day were keynote addresses 
from renowned persons. At the lunch, participants 
heard prepared comments from Huguette Labelle, 
Chair of the Board of Transparency International and 
Chancellor of the University of Ottawa, regarding 
the importance of access to information for holding 
officials accountable. She shared her global perspec-
tive of the value of access to information in the fight 
against corruption, as well as drawing from her own 
past experiences as President of CIDA and senior 
civil servant in Canada. At the special conference 
dinner, human rights defender and South African 
Constitutional Court Justice Albie Sachs spoke of the 
effects of secrecy under the apartheid regime and the 
extraordinary impact that transparency and the right 
to information has had on the country and its people. 

Reports and Plenary Discussion

Under President Carter’s leader-
ship, on the third and final day, 
the facilitators reported on the 
deliberations and findings of 
their working groups. A draft 
conference declaration was dis-
tributed, and participants were 
provided a short opportunity to 

comment on the working group considerations or the 
document. President Carter closed the conference 
with a request that all participants submit their com-
ments and suggestions for strengthening the declara-
tion. Additionally, he promised to review, make final 
edits, and personally ensure the wide distribution 
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The Atlanta Declaration and Plan 
of Action for the Advancement of 
the Right of Access to Information
The core findings of the conference are captured in 
the Atlanta Declaration and Plan of Action. The 
declaration reaffirms the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights by stating, “access to information 
is a fundamental human right,” and asserts that 
access to information “is essential for human dignity, 
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its Committee on Political and Juridical Affairs, and 
then again to all foreign ministers at the full general 




