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DATE:  November 6, 2013 
 
TO:  The Honorable Bill Ferguson 

The Honorable Kumar Barve 
Members of the Joint Committee on Transparency and Open Government 

 
FROM:  Maryland Association of Counties (MACo) 
 
RE:  Maryland Public Information Act (PIA) Request Fees  
 
The Joint Committee on Transparency and Open Government requested that MACo 
provide information on how a county government set fees for PIA requests and if a county 
has an appeal process where a requester feels that the fee is too high.  In response to the 
request, MACo conducted a survey of the counties. 
 
Fifteen counties responded directly to the survey and those responses, including relevant 
attachments, are included in this memorandum.  Responding counties included: Allegany, 
Anne Arundel, Carroll, Charles, Dorchester, Garrett, Harford, Howard, Kent, Montgomery, 
Prince George’s, St. Mary’s, Wicomico, and Worcester Counties and Baltimore City. 
   
 Additionally, three other counties – Baltimore, Caroline, and Cecil – offered specific 
thoughts and concerns about PIA requests and their responses are included as part of 
MACo’s oral testimony today. 
 
In general, county PIA fees are governed by state law.  Section 10-621 of the State 
Government Article states:  (1) the fees must be reasonable; (2) the fees must be related 
to the recovery of actual costs; (3) the first two hours of staff time are free; and (4) the 
agency may waive the fee “in the public interest.” 
 
ALLEGANY 
 
The Allegany County Commissioners formally approve the fees pertaining to Public 
Information Requests as presented in Allegany County Rules and Regulations. Article 14.4 
applies to Public Information Requests.  The PIA fee schedule in Article 14.4 was originally 
adopted in 1997and revised in 2005. See Allegany County Attachment. 
 
Every public information request receives two complimentary staff hours.  The staff fee is 
$20 per hour for each hour in excess of the two complimentary staff hours.  The same staff 



Page 2 

 

fee is charged regardless of the pay range of the employee doing the work.  The $20 staff 
fee has remained unchanged since 1997. 
 
The photocopy fee was $0.50 per page in the 1997. In 2005, the fee was decreased to 
$0.25 per page and the first 20 photocopied pages are now complimentary.  Delivery fees 
are additional.  
 
The Public Information Officer processes all public information requests and reports to the 
County Attorney for this responsibility. All fee appeals, written as well as oral, are 
presented by the Public Information Officer to the County Attorney to review.  
 
The current Board of County Commissioners appointed the Editor of the Cumberland 
Times-News, the Public Information Officer, and the County Attorney to a Public 
Information Committee.  The Committee is presently reviewing the County’s public 
information policy and procedures, including a review of fees. 
 
ANNE ARUNDEL 
 
Anne Arundel’s administrative procedure was adopted in 2002 and sets a staff fee for a 
PIA search after the first two free hours at $20 an hour.  The County also charges $0.25 per 
page for copies.  The fee was set in an attempt to bear a relationship to the actual cost 
incurred by the County in searching for, reviewing and preparing documents to respond to 
a request. 
 
The County does not have a formal written procedure for appealing the fee but a 
requester may make an application to have the fee waived at the time the request is 
made. The custodian is required to review the request for fee waiver and balance the 
factors enumerated in § 10-621(e) of the State Government Article.  Upon notification to a 
requestor of the fee, the requester may work with the Custodian to modify the request to 
reduce the fee. Additionally the County has had citizens unsuccessfully challenge its fees in 
court. 
 
BALTIMORE CITY 
 
City record custodians charge an hourly fee that will reimburse the City for resources 
expended to fulfill a request.  The hourly rate for those searching/compiling/reviewing 
records (for time over the first two hours) is based on that employee’s salary. 
 
Copy charges imposed by record custodians vary (usually $1 for the first page and a lesser 
charge for each additional page) based on the cost of paper and ink (larger if the item 
copied is in color, is a map, plan, plat, etc.), the City usually does not need to charge for 
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copies because it produces all documents in an electronic format where possible.  There 
may be a minimal fee for the cost of a CD or DVD to which records are burned/imaged.   
 
When the media requests information that is clearly in the public interest, fees are 
waived.   
 
CARROLL 
 
Carroll County’s most recent PIA policy was adopted in 2011.  See Carroll County 
attachment.  
 
The County charges a search fee of $25.00 per hour per employee involved in the search, 
review, and compilation of the requested documents.  The first two hours are free.  The 
requestor will be notified of the estimated search fee and if the requester chooses to 
proceed must prepay the fee before the search commences. 
 
The fee for each copy is $0.25 per page.  Records such as punch cards, magnetic tapes, and 
blueprints, etc. will be charged a fee based on the actual cost of reproduction.  Standard 
engineering drawings and plats will be charged at $5.00.  If the requestor wants a copy of 
a record to be certified as an official copy, there is an additional fee of $1.00 per page or 
item. 
 
Requestors are also charged the actual cost for any mailing or delivery and the costs must 
be prepaid. 
 
CHARLES 
 
The Charles County PIA request and fee assessment process is available on the County’s 
website:  http://www.charlescountymd.gov/coattny/public-information-act-request-pia.  
See Charles County attachment. 
 
When a request is made, the County Department that maintains the relevant record 
estimates the time it will take to produce the documents, copying fees and the hourly 
salary of the employee who will provide the information.  The requestor is advised of the 
cost of copies plus the employee’s hourly rate if it exceeds 2 hours.  When payment is 
received, the information is sent to the requestor. 
 
For requests involving IT personnel and skill to retrieve emails, etc., the County provides a 
requestor with an estimate of the cost to retrieve the information as these requests 
typically exceed 2 hours and must reflect the salary of the employee's time over the 2 
hours. Requestors are required to pay half of the cost to begin the search/retrieval; upon 

http://www.charlescountymd.gov/coattny/public-information-act-request-pia
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completion the cost  is updated for copies and additional employee time.  The information 
is sent to the requestor when the balance is paid.  
 
In situations where a requestor has asked for information which exceeds several hundred 
dollars, our office has allowed them to narrow the scope of their request or allow them to 
come in to the Government Building, review the file and select which documents they 
wish to have. 
 
Charles County does not have a formal process to appeal fees and costs associated with 
PIA requests.  The process for assessing fees is consistent with the statutory requirements 
that the fees are reasonable, are related to the cost of providing the documents, and do 
not include the first two hours of production or review. 
  
DORCHESTER 
 
The Dorchester County Council adopted a resolution in 2001 establishing a new schedule 
of fees for duplicated materials requested under the PIA.  That schedule was subsequently 
amended in 2013.  The County’s public information request form includes the information 
relating to staff fees and copying fees.  See Dorchester County attachments.   
 
For staff fees, the first two hours of research are free and any subsequent time is charged 
at a rate of $15 per hour.  Copying fees are $0.10 per page, with the first page provided 
without charge. 
 
The County Council has not established an appeal process.  However, individuals who 
express concern about the cost are asked to limit the scope of their inquiry.  A requestor 
can also submit a request to waive the fee which is forwarded to the County Manager 
and/or Council President for consideration.  
 
GARRETT 
 
Garrett County maintains a Request for Public Information Policy.  See Garrett County 
attachment. 
 
The first two hours of staff time will be at no cost to the information requestor.  After that 
time, a calculation of the applicable hourly rate for County staff will be applied.  The 
County charges a fee of $0.25 per page based on the reasonable cost of reproduction. 
 
As far as an appeal of a fee (recovery and reproduction), the County provides an estimate 
to the requestor prior to the actual work of recovery and making copies and has never had 
an appeal request. 
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HARFORD 
 
Harford County estimates the staff time to gather and review the information and 
generally charges the average hourly rate of the staff who will be actually gathering the 
documents.  The first two hours are free.  The County generally does not charge for the 
attorney time to review unless the need for significant redactions is anticipated.  The 
County will send a response letter with an estimate of the cost which asks the requester to 
send payment before the County starts we start the search and retrieve. 
 
The County sets the copying fee at $0.25 per page and charges more for color copies. 
 
While there is no official appeal process on costs, requesters can talk to the Department of 
Law about limiting their request to reduce the costs.  The County has almost always been 
able to work out issues by providing a representative sampling of the documents or 
whatever can be made available in the two hour free window under the PIA.  
 
Most people do not realize that a dispatcher looking for 911 tapes, a police records clerk, 
or a Planning Department clerk are not minimum wage earners and there is an obligation 
to recover some of the cost of having them removed from other assignments dealing with 
the public in order to spend multiple hours on a request under the PIA. They often do not 
appreciate that the government has an obligation to the requestor and are more likely to 
view it in terms of how many other citizens are going unserved while they look for 
documents for just one citizen or one reporter.  
 
HOWARD 
 
Howard County’s fee schedule can be found on page 12 of the Howard County Council 
Resolution No. 77-2012.  See Howard County attachment. 
 
Under the Maryland Public Information Act (§ 10-611 et seq. of the State Government 
Article of the Annotated Code of Maryland), the County has the right to charge for search 
time exceeding two hours and the fee is based on the hourly salary of the staff carrying 
out the search.  The first two hours are free.  The County may also charge a copying fee of 
$0.25 per page for a black and white copy.  
 
The County almost always waives fees related to media requests, and frequently for more 
routine citizen requests.  The County process for handling a resident’s appeal of a PIA 
related fee is reviewed on a case by case basis, in consultation with the County office of 
law.    
 

http://cc.howardcountymd.gov/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIdentifier=id&ItemID=6442460869&libID=6442460867
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The County will fulfill a PIA request promptly if the County knows the request will take 
fewer than two hours, or reply with an estimate of the time involved in completing the 
request if the time will be longer. 
 
KENT 
 
In Kent County, the first two hours of staff time are free and after that is based on the 
salary rates of the staff involved in the search.  If more than one staff salary rate is 
involved, the County will count the highest rate towards the free time.  The rate also 
includes overheads.  
 
Copying costs is $0.25 cents per page unless oversize or special production needed. The 
County does not upgrade costs for GIS material yet. 
 
Most of our requests are only a few pages and fall within the free time, and often no 
charge is made because the booking costs, etc. would be counter-productive.  For a truly 
large project, the County would require a payment in advance.  
 
The County has not had any issues yet with electronic record requests for designated 
media but can handle the standard formats. 
 
MONTGOMERY 
 
Montgomery County’s fee schedule is set by the County Executive in a “Method 3” 
regulation.  The Council does not have approval or disapproval authority over “Method 3” 
regulations, but the regulations must be delivered to the Council after publication in the 
Montgomery Register.  They take effect on the later of the date they are received by the 
Council or the date specified in the regulation.  See Montgomery County attachment. 
  
The requestor is required to pay for staff time exceeding the first two hours of record 
searching, preparation, copying time, and contacting the requestor to narrow, deny, or 
direct the applicant to the correct custodian.  These may vary as they are determined by 
the custodian's actual cost. 
  
Before responding to a request, the custodian may estimate the search, preparation and 
reproduction costs and either obtain the written agreement of the requestor to pay the 
cost or demand prepayment of the estimated fee.  The requestor may also narrow the 
request to reduce the fee. 
  
Generally, the fee is $0.15 per page of letter or legal size documents. The fee is waived if it 
is less than $1.00.  Charges are higher for larger documents or if another law sets a higher 
price for the specific document requested.  The price is the actual cost of reproduction the 
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record cannot be copied in-house, cannot be photocopied, or cannot be printed on a 
standard laser printer.  
  
The requestor is required to pay for any additional costs incurred by the County such as 
certification, delivery, blank magnetic media, etc. 
  
Upon written request, any fee charged may be waived or reduced if it is in the public 
interest. Among other relevant factors, the ability of the applicant to pay the cost or fee is 
weighed in this decision.  
 
PRINCE GEORGE’S 
 
Prince George’s County’s fee schedule for PIA requests is found under pages 7-9 of the 
County’s Administrative Procedure 133.  See Prince George’s County Attachment. 
 
Generally, the County sets the staff fee based upon the hourly rate of the employee who is 
producing the information and the attorney who will review the information prior to it 
being sent to the requester. For example, a lower salary employee (as compared to a 
higher salary employee) is often used to retrieve and copy documents in an effort to keep 
the costs down.  In some instances this may not be possible because of the highly 
technical nature of the request (i.e., IT personnel may be needed to retrieve emails, text 
messages, etc.). 
 
Once a request is made, the appropriate department determines how long it will take to 
produce the requested documents, the copying fees, hourly salary of the person who is 
able to produce the information. The Office of Law determines the hourly attorney’s fee 
for reviewing the documents prior to release.  The requester is sent an estimate of how 
much it would cost minus the first two hours.  Once the requester sends in the payment, 
the Department will begin retrieving the records and send them to the Office of Law to 
approve prior to releasing.   
 
The fee for copying pages is $0.25 per page.  Copies of records such as punch cards, 
magnetic tape, and microfilm are based on the actual cost of reproduction.  The fee for 
computer screens is set at $1.00 per screen.  An additional $0.50 per page or item is 
charged for certification of a record as a true copy.  A minimum of $4.00 is levied for any 
copying and certification activities.  
 
While the County does not have an appeal process for fee assessments, if a requestor 
states that the fee is too high, the Office of Law will often ask the requestor to limit the 
scope of their inquiry or may suggest narrower scope parameters to reduce the amount of 
work required to retrieve the sought after information. 
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ST. MARY’S 
 
St. Mary’s County encourages the use of a standardized request form (although it is not 
required).  The County also provided a schedule of its PIA fees.  See St. Mary’s County 
attachment. 
 
Staff fees for the first 2 hours of searching and preparation are free.  After that, hourly 
staff fees for most County departments are set at $25.00 per hour.  This figure is based on 
a 2011 sampling of the compensation of individuals typically involved in the response 
process that  arrived at a weighted, or blended, average of $26.00, which the County 
rounded down to $25.00. 
 
If the Department of Information Technology is needed, its fee is $37.00 per hour.  For 
requests that will require a substantial amount of search and preparation time, an 
estimate of the fee will be prepared prior to beginning the search and a deposit may be 
required. 
 
Photocopies cost $0.25 per page.  DVD copies are $20.00 per meeting and 911 call 
recordings are $25.00 per recording. 
 
The County has no formal process for an appeal of an estimate, although a citizen could 
ask for a review by the Board of County Commissioners.  We have not had a protest go 
beyond complaint to the County.  Complaints have typically been resolved by revision of 
the request to meet, but only meet, the requestor's actual desire, which is the real value 
in a fee schedule.  Otherwise, citizens have no incentive to avoid ridiculously over-broad 
requests.  Both the public and private interests are satisfied. 
  
WICOMICO 
 
Ninety to ninety-five percent of public act requests are handled without requiring 
payment of costs. 
 
In two recent cases we did elect to require payment of costs and those costs were 
calculated in accordance with the State statute.  The first two hours of search time were 
free and time beyond that was charged at the employee’s benefited rate.  In the first case 
no single document existed and to create a report of the information, review of 4,000-
5,000 paper documents currently in storage was required. 
 
In the second case the requestor asked of two fiscal years of salary and overtime pay.  As 
the information is stored in multiple locations in our financial management system a 
spreadsheet had to be created requiring about 2.5-3 hours of an administrator’s time.  
Within days we received another request for the same information for two different fiscal 
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years.  We treated them as one request and charged for the additional time beyond the 
two hours. 
 
WORCESTER 
 
Worcester County PIA fees are set forth in Resolution No. 07-14.  See Worcester County 
attachment. 
 
Staff costs are imposed after the first 2 hours and are based on the searching employee’s 
salary, plus benefits at a rate of 38%.  Multiple requests by the same applicant or the 
applicant’s representatives for the same general subject matter are considered as a single 
request with respect to the 2-hour fee waiver. 
 
Copy fees are $0.25 per page.  Non-standard paper copies are subject to an additional 
charge.  Digital media copies such as CDs and DVDs are $5.00 per disc. 
 
 The County does not have a formal appeal process but if someone feels aggrieved they 
can ask the County Commissioners to review the fee.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
MACo and the responding counties believe that the current PIA fee structure is adequate 
and reasonable.  County fees reflect the labor, time, and material costs of the county in 
meeting a PIA request and serve to limit overly broad or abusive information requests.  
While State law does not provide for a formal appeal process, all counties are willing to 
work with requestors to better refine their searches in order to reduce the fees or 
consider waiving the fees in the public interest. 
 


