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SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION

2017 CHIEF FOIA OFFICER REPORT

2017 Chief FOIA Officer Report
Social Security Administration

Name and Title of your Agency’s Chief FOIA Officer: 

Andy Liu
General Counsel 

Social Security Administration (SSA)
Section I:  Steps Taken to Apply the Presumption of Openness
The guiding principle underlying the President's FOIA Memorandum and the DOJ's 2009 FOIA Guidelines is the presumption of openness.
Please answer the following questions in order to describe the steps your agency has taken to ensure that the presumption of openness is being applied to all decisions involving the FOIA.  You may also include any additional information that illustrates how your agency is working to apply the presumption of openness.
	FOIA Training:
1.  Did your FOIA professionals or the personnel at your agency who have FOIA responsibilities attend any FOIA training or conference during the reporting period such as that provided by the Department of Justice?
Yes
2.  If yes, please provide a brief description of the type of training attended and the topics covered.
· Monthly FOIA Staff Meetings – Our monthly meetings covered various FOIA-related topics including, but not limited to FOIA appeals, partial disclosures, FOIA fees and fee-waivers, requirements for perfected requests under the FOIA (e.g., not enough information to search or too broad), and Office of Government Information Services (OGIS) referrals.
· Bi-monthly FOIA/PA coordinator meetings – Discussions included the interface between the FOIA and the PA, FOIA fees, and fee-waivers. 
· Department of Justice’s Freedom of Information Act for Attorneys and Access Professionals class – Includes an overview of the FOIA’s procedural requirements and exemptions, workshops on the exemptions, processing, disclosure requirements, and the interface between the FOIA and the Privacy Act.

· ASAP Annual Conference – Several staff members attended discussions included the FOIA Improvement Act of 2016, Exemptions, FOIA & Privacy Act soup to nuts, records management, fees, reducing your backlog, and providing great customer service.
3.  Provide an estimate of the percentage of your FOIA professionals and staff with FOIA responsibilities who attended substantive FOIA training during this reporting period.
Approximately 95% of our FOIA professionals attended substantive training during this reporting period. 
4.  OIP has directed agencies to “take steps to ensure that all of their FOIA professionals attend substantive FOIA training at least once throughout year.”  If your response to the previous question is that less than 80% of your FOIA professionals attended training, please explain your agency’s plan to ensure that all FOIA professionals receive or attend substantive FOIA training during the next reporting year.
N/A

	

	 Outreach:
5.  Did your FOIA professionals engage in any outreach or dialogue with the requester community or open government groups regarding your administration of the FOIA?
Yes, the Office of Open Government works with the FOIA professionals to conduct outreach with the requester community and open government groups.  Below are some of the Outreach activities conducted in FY16:
· Presented open government plans at the August 2016 Open Data Working Group meeting

· Sponsored Retirement Research Consortium where we tapped the audience for ideas on future releases of information.
· The Open Data Customer Feedback Process provides a mechanism for the public to make suggestions of releases and for SSA to share recent release information.

· Participated in the World Suicide Prevention Day sponsored from the Department of Veterans Affairs that focused on innovative uses of government information.

· Attended the International Data Forum to discuss with policy makers and researchers the opportunities and challenges of making more data available to the public

· Our Open Government team participated in the Social Security SSI Advocates Meeting in Washington, DC.  We discussed the statistical relationship between state Disability Determination Services’ allowance rates and decisional accuracy.
· Presented a webinar to the Associated on Public Data Users on statistics and research programs and innovations occurring in the Federal Statistical system.
· Hosted a meeting with Social Security Advocates to discuss open government plans for the next few years and provide updates on recent information releases.  We also received requests for additional data in specific program areas that resulted in a new release of data.

6.  If you did not conduct any outreach during the reporting period, please explain why.
N/A

	Other Initiatives:
7.  Describe any efforts your agency has undertaken to inform non-FOIA professionals of their obligations under the FOIA.

· Released a training video to the agency explaining the FOIA and their obligations under it.
· Meeting with upper management to remind them of their respective components’ obligations under the FOIA.

· In addition to Sunshine Week activities, we interact with non-FOIA professionals on an ongoing basis and take every opportunity to explain the requirements under FOIA.  
· We also provide a copy of relevant FOIA policy and guidance to agency staff.
8.  If there are any other initiatives undertaken by your agency to ensure that the presumption of openness is being applied, please describe them here.
We take the opportunity each year during Sunshine Week to provide agency-wide email reminders to our employees.  Additionally, we develop pamphlets and posters to draw attention to the importance of openness in government.  We also work closely with the agency’s Office of Open Government towards the goal of creating a more open agency through the principles of transparency, participation, and collaboration.


	

	


Section II:  Steps Taken to Ensure that Your Agency Has an Effective System in Place for Responding to Requests
The DOJ’s 2009 FOIA Guidelines emphasized that “[a]pplication of the proper disclosure standard is only one part of ensuring transparency.  Open government requires not just a presumption of disclosure, but also an effective system for responding to FOIA requests.”  It is essential that agencies effectively manage their FOIA program
Please answer the following questions to describe the steps your agency has taken to ensure that the management of your FOIA program is effective and efficient.  You should also include any additional information that describes your agency’s efforts in this area.
 
	Processing Procedures:
1.  For Fiscal Year 2016, what was the average number of days your agency reported for adjudicating requests for expedited processing?  Please see Section VIII.A. of your agency's Fiscal Year 2016 Annual FOIA Report.
We did not adjudicate any requests for expedited processing.
1. 2.  If your agency's average number of days to adjudicate requests for expedited processing was above ten calendar days, please describe the steps your agency will take to ensure that requests for expedited processing are adjudicated within ten calendar days or less.
N/A
2. 3.  During the reporting period, did your agency conduct a self-assessment of its FOIA program?  If so, please describe the methods used, such as reviewing Annual Report data, using active workflows and track management, reviewing and updating processing procedures, etc. 
During a review of the Annual Report data and internal reports, we discovered a processing issue that was preventing some cases from closing, causing our response times to increase.  We were able to correct this problem so that cases are now closing properly.
4.  Please provide an estimate of how many requests your agency processed in Fiscal Year 2016 that were from commercial use requesters.  If your agency is decentralized, please identify any components within your agency that received a majority of their requests from commercial use requesters.
We received approximately 200 commercial requests in Fiscal Year 2016.

	Requester Services:
5.  Does your agency provide a mechanism for requesters to provide feedback about their experience with the FOIA process at your agency?  If so, please describe the methods used, such as making FOIA Public Liaison available to receive feedback, using surveys posted on the agency’s website, etc.
Yes, we provide contact information for the FOIA Public Liaison in all of our response letters as well as on our website
6.  The FOIA Improvement Act of 2016 requires additional notification to requesters about the services provided by the agency’s FOIA Public Liaison.  Please provide an estimate of how often requesters sought assistance from your agency’s FOIA Public Liaison.

We did not have any requests for assistance from the FOIA Public Liaison in FY2016.



7.  The FOIA Improvement Act of 2016 requires agencies to make their reference material or guide for requesting records or information from the agency electronically available to the public.  Please provide a link to your agency’s FOIA reference guide.
https://www.ssa.gov/foia/request.html 
Other Initiatives:
8.  If there are any other steps your agency has undertaken to ensure that your FOIA system operates efficiently and effectively, such as improving search processes, eliminating redundancy, etc., please describe them here.

We are working with the EPA to migrate to the FOIAOnline program for tracking and processing cases.  We are on track to complete this migration in the third quarter of FY17.

	

	

	

	 


Section III: Steps Taken to Increase Proactive Disclosures
Both the President’s and DOJ’s FOIA memoranda focused on the need for agencies to work proactively to post information online without waiting for individual requests to be received.
Please answer the following questions to describe the steps your agency has taken to increase the amount of material that is available on your agency websites.  In addition to the questions below, you should also describe any additional steps taken by your agency to make and improve proactive disclosures of information.

	Posting Material:
1.  Describe your agency’s process or system for identifying “frequently requested” records that should be posted online. 

We created a tracking sheet to identify frequently requested documents.

2.  Does your agency have a distinct process or system in place to identify other records for proactive disclosure?  If so, please describe your agency’s process or system.
Yes.  We collaborate with the various SSA components that provide responsive documents regarding the feasibility of proactively disclosing material.  We work closely with our agency’s Office of Open Government in our continuing effort to become more transparent to the American public.  
3.  Has your agency encountered challenges that make it difficult to post records you otherwise would like to post?

Yes 
4.  If so, please briefly explain those challenges and how your agency is working to overcome them.

We receive a high volume of requests for records that contain PII that limits the number of records that we can proactively post.  However, we continue to review our records for proactive disclosures.  

5.  Provide examples of material that your agency has proactively disclosed during the past reporting year, including links to the posted material.
From the FOIA staff – we released the following documents.

Region 2 Dispositions FY2016 – hearing office, date case closed, and disposition https://www.ssa.gov/foia/Region%202%20Dispositions%20FY2016%20-%20hearing%20office,%20Date%20case%20closed,%20and%20disposition.xlsx 

Federally Administered Payments to persons diagnosed with HIV and AIDS https://www.ssa.gov/foia/Federally%20Administered%20Payments%20for%20persons%20diagnosed%20with%20HIV%20and%20AIDS.pdf 

SSI Recipients and Payments by State December 2015 https://www.ssa.gov/foia/SSI%20Recipients%20and%20Payments%20by%20State%20December%202015.pdf 

Annual premiums set by SSA for the Coal Industry https://www.ssa.gov/foia/Annual%20premiums%20set%20by%20SSA%20for%20the%20Coal%20Industry.pdf 

Awards to All Disabled Beneficiaries in Gaston, NC https://www.ssa.gov/foia/Awards%20to%20All%20Disabled%20Beneficiaries%20in%20Gaston,%20NC.pdf 

In addition, the Open Government staff released a number of documents last year based on data gathered from the requester community and open government groups.  These documents are available on www.data.gov.  Below is a sample listing of the releases:
2015 Most Popular Baby Names
Retirement Applicant Satisfaction Survey Results
Periodic Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) Processed
Preeffectuation Review of Favorable Disability Determinations
Initial Disability and Hearing Level Service Satisfaction
Representation at Social Security Hearings.

Appeals Council Requests - Average Processing Time
Title II Direct Payments To Claimant Representatives
Field Office Telephone Service Monthly National Answer Rate and Busy Rate
6.  Did your agency use any means to publicize or highlight important proactive disclosures for public awareness?  If yes, please describe those efforts.

Yes, we include messages in our FOIA response letters and direct requesters to our FOIA website that houses our proactive disclosures.  We also posted messages about Sunshine Week on the agency’s Facebook page and Twitter feed.  In addition, we provide a link to proactive disclosures on our FOIA webpage to recommend that the public may access these documents prior to making a FOIA request to determine if the information is already available.   See https://www.ssa.gov/foia/#&a0=0   



	Other Initiatives:
7.  If there are any other steps your agency has taken to increase proactive disclosures, please describe them here.  For example, has your agency engaged requesters in determining how and what to post?  Has your agency used wen analytics to inform your proactive disclosures?

N/A


Section IV:  Steps Taken to Greater Utilize Technology
A key component of the President's FOIA Memorandum was the direction to "use modern technology to inform citizens about what is known and done by their Government."  In addition to using the internet to make proactive disclosures, agencies should also be exploring ways to utilize technology in responding to requests. 
Please answer the following questions to describe how your agency is utilizing technology to improve its FOIA administration and the public's access to information.  You should also include any additional information that that describes your agency's efforts in this area.
	Making Material Posted Online More Useful:
1.  Beyond posting new material, is your agency taking steps to make the posted information more useable to the public, especially to the community of individuals who regularly access your agency’s website?
Yes
2.  If yes, please provide examples of such improvements.
We post our disclosures using Adobe pdf format since they offer a free viewing program that is accessible to all internet users. 
We are updating our website to ensure all the information is up to date and easy to find by arranging the topic areas and making the online request selection stand out from the other topics.
3. Have your agency’s FOIA professionals interacted with other agency staff (such as technology specialists or public affairs or communications professionals) in order to identify if there are any new ways to post agency information online?
Yes.  We work with our Office of Open Government and our IT Specialists to identify new or better ways to post agency information online.  We also work with our Section 508 staff to ensure our website will be legally compliant.


	Use of Technology to Facilitate Processing of Requests:
4.  Did your agency conduct training for FOIA staff on any new processing tools during the reporting period, such as for a new case management system, or for search, redaction, and processing tools.

Yes
5.  Beyond using technology to redact documents, is your agency taking steps to utilize more advanced technology to facilitate overall FOIA efficiency, such as improving record search capabilities, utilizing document sharing platforms for consultations and referrals, or employing software that can sort and de-duplicate documents?  If yes, please describe:

· The technological improvements being made.
· The impact of using these technologies on your agency’s request processing.

Yes.  Our agency is working with EPA to transition to FOIAOnline for processing and tracking cases.  Once we transition to  FOIAOnline, we will have the ability to better track case processing and It provides more management information reporting than is available on our current system. 
6.  Are there additional tools that could be utilized by your agency to create further efficiencies?
Yes.  Improved sort and deduplication abilities are creating further efficiencies.  These features are among the list of needs we require to move forward with the FOIAOnline processing system.


 
	Other Initiatives:
7.  Did your agency successfully post all four quarterly reports for Fiscal Year 2015?
  Yes    
8.  If your agency did not successfully post all quarterly reports, with information appearing on FOIA.gov, please explain why and provide your agency’s plan for ensuring that such reporting is successful in Fiscal Year 2017.
N/A



Section V: Steps Taken to Improve Timeliness in Responding to Requests and Reducing Backlogs
The President’s FOIA Memorandum and the DOJ’s 2009 FOIA Guidelines have emphasized the importance of improving timeliness in responding to requests.  This section of your Chief FOIA Officer Report addresses both time limits and backlog reduction.  Backlog reduction is measured both in terms of numbers of backlogged requests or appeals and by looking at whether agencies closed their ten oldest requests, appeals, and consultations.
 For the figures required in this Section, please use the numbers contained in the specified sections of your agency’s 2016 Annual FOIA Report and, when applicable, your agency’s 2015 Annual FOIA Report.
	Simple Track:  
Section VII.A of your agency’s Annual FOIA Report, entitled “FOIA Requests – Response Time for All Processed Requests,” includes figures that show your agency's average response times for processed requests.  For agencies utilizing a multi-track system to process requests, there is a category for “simple” requests, which are those requests that are placed in the agency’s fastest (non-expedited) track, based on the low volume and/or simplicity of the records requested.
1.  Does your agency utilize a separate track for simple requests?
Yes
2.  If so, for your agency overall in Fiscal Year 2015, was the average number of days to process simple requests twenty working days or fewer?
No
3.  Please provide the percentage of requests processed by your agency in Fiscal Year 2016 that were placed in your simple track.
96%
4.  If your agency does not track simple requests separately, was the average number of days to process all non-expedited requests twenty working days or fewer?
N/A

	Backlogs:  
Section XII.A of your agency’s Annual FOIA Report, entitled “Backlogs of FOIA Requests and Administrative Appeals” shows the numbers of any backlogged requests or appeals from the fiscal year.  You should refer to these numbers from your Annual FOIA Reports for both Fiscal Year 2015 and Fiscal Year 2016 when completing this section of your Chief FOIA Officer Report.
5.  If your agency had a backlog of requests at the close of Fiscal Year 2016, did that backlog decrease as compared with the backlog reported at the end of Fiscal Year 2015?  If not, explain why and describe the causes that contributed to your agency not being able reduce its backlog. 
Yes
6.  If not, explain why and describe the causes that contributed to your agency not being able reduce its backlog.  When doing so, please also indicate if any of the following were contributing factors: 
· An increase in the number of incoming requests

· A loss of staff

· An increase in the complexity of the requests received. If possible, please provide examples or briefly describe the requests contributing to your backlog increase.
· Any other reasons – please briefly describe or provide examples when possible.
N/A 
7.  If you had a request backlog please report the percentage of requests that make up the backlog out of the total number of requests received by your agency in Fiscal Year 2015.
· To calculate your agency’s percentage, you must divide the number of backlogged requests reported in Section XII.A. of your Fiscal Year 2014 Annual FOIA Report by the number of requests received in Fiscal Year 2014, which can be found in Section V.A. of your Annual FOIA Report.  Once divided, you can multiply that number by 100 to get the percentage.
SSA’s percentage is 0.40%.

Backlogged Appeals

8.  If your agency had a backlog of appeals at the close of Fiscal Year 2016, did that backlog decrease as compared with the backlog reported at the end of Fiscal Year 2015?  If not, explain why and describe the causes that contributed to your agency not being able reduce backlog.
Yes
9.  If not, explain why and describe the causes that contributed to your agency not being able reduce backlog.  When doing so, please also indicate if any of the following were contributing factors: 
· An increase in the number of incoming appeals
· A loss of staff

· An increase in the complexity of the requests received. If possible, please provide examples or briefly describe the types of complex requests contributing to your backlog increase.
· Any other reasons – please briefly describe or provide examples when possible.

N/A
10.  If you had an appeal backlog please report the percentage of appeals that make up the backlog out of the total number of appeals received by your agency in Fiscal Year 2015. If your agency did not receive any appeals in Fiscal Year 2015 and/or has no appeal backlog, please answer with "N/A."
SSA’s percentage is  8.0%


 
	Backlog Reduction Plans:
11.  In the 2016 guidelines for Chief FOIA Officer Reports, any agency with a backlog of over 1000 requests in Fiscal Year 2014 was asked to provide a plan for achieving backlog reduction in the year ahead.  Did you agency implement a backlog reduction plan last year?  If so, describe your agency’s efforts in implementing this plan and note if your agency was able to achieve backlog reduction in Fiscal Year 2016?
 
N/A
12.  If your agency had a backlog of more than 1,000 requests in Fiscal Year 2016, what is your agency’s plan to reduce this backlog during Fiscal Year 2017?
N/A

	Status of Ten Oldest Requests, Appeals, and Consultations:  
Section VII.E, entitled “Pending Requests – Ten Oldest Pending Requests,” Section VI.C.(5), entitled “Ten Oldest Pending Administrative Appeals,” and Section XII.C., entitled "Consultations on FOIA Requests – Ten Oldest Consultations Received from Other Agencies and Pending at Your Agency," show the ten oldest pending requests, appeals, and consultations.  You should refer to these numbers from your Annual FOIA Reports for both Fiscal Year 2015 and Fiscal Year 2014 when completing this section of your Chief FOIA Officer Report.
TEN OLDEST REQUESTS
13.  In Fiscal Year 2016, did your agency close the ten oldest requests that were reported pending in your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report?
Yes
14.  If no, please provide the number of these requests your agency was able to close by the end of the fiscal year, as listed in Section VII.E of your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report.  If you had less than ten total oldest requests to close, please indicate that.
 

N/A
15.  Of the requests your agency was able to close from your ten oldest, please indicate how many of these were closed because the request was withdrawn by the requester.  If any were closed because the request was withdrawn, did you provide any interim responses prior to the withdrawal?
None
TEN OLDEST APPEALS
16.  In Fiscal Year 2016, did your agency close the ten oldest appeals that were reported pending in your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report?
Yes
17.  If no, please provide the number of these appeals your agency was able to close by the end of the fiscal year, as listed in Section VII.C.(5) of your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report.  If you had less than ten total oldest appeals to close, please indicate that. 
N/A
TEN OLDEST CONSULTATIONS
18.  In Fiscal Year 2016, did your agency close the ten oldest consultations that were reported pending in your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report?
Yes
19.  If no, please provide the number of these consultations your agency was able to close by the end of the fiscal year, as listed in Section XII.C. of your Fiscal Year 2015 Annual FOIA Report.  If you had less than ten total oldest consultations to close, please indicate that. 
N/A



	Additional Information on Ten Oldest Requests, Appeals, and Consultations & Plans:
 
20.  Briefly explain any obstacles your agency faced in closing its ten oldest requests, appeals, and consultations from Fiscal Year 2015.
All requests were completed and closed. 
21.  If your agency was unable to close any of its ten oldest requests because you were waiting to hear back from other agencies on consultations you sent, please provide the date the request was initially received by your agency, the date when your agency sent the consultation, and the date when you last contacted the agency where the consultation was pending.
N/A
22.  If your agency did not close its ten oldest pending requests, appeals, or consultations, please provide a plan describing how your agency intends to close those “ten oldest” requests, appeals, and consultations during Fiscal Year 2017.
N/A


	Interim Responses:  

23.  Does your agency have a system in place to provide interim responses to requesters when appropriate?  See OIP Guidance, “The Importance of Good Communication with FOIA Requesters.” (Mar. 1, 2010)
Yes

24.  If your agency had a backlog in Fiscal Year 2015, please provide an estimate of the number or percentage of cases in the backlog where a substantive, interim response was provided during the fiscal year, even though the request was not finally closed.
4% to 5%

	

	Success Story 
Out of all the activities undertaken by your agency since March 2016 to increase transparency and improve FOIA administration, please briefly describe here at least one success story that you would like to highlight as emblematic of your agency’s efforts. The success story can come from any one of the five key areas.  As noted above, these agency success stories will be highlighted during Sunshine Week by OIP.  To facilitate this process, all agencies should use bullets to describe their success story and limit their text to a half page.  The success story is designed to be a quick summary of key achievements. A complete description of all your efforts will be contained in the body of your Chief FOIA Officer Report.
Due to vigilant work on our part, we identified a FOIA case processing problem that was preventing cases from being properly closed last year.  With a thoughtful solution now in place, cases are now closed promptly and properly ensuring timely replies to requesters and accurate accounting of both processed and open cases.
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