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U.S. DOJ v. Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press 

 
Facts: A CBS news correspondent requested that the FBI release information about the 
criminal records of four members of the Medico family because their company had 
supposedly acquired several defense contracts from an arrangement with a corrupt 
Congressman.  The FBI supplied the requests only for the three members who were 
deceased but refused to supply the requests of the fourth, living Medico family member.  
In the original Trial Court, the plaintiff was the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the 
Press and the defendant was the United States Department of Justice.  The plaintiff sued 
because the FBI refused to release the reports of the fourth Medico family member. 
 
Procedural History: The U.S. Department of Justice appealed to the Supreme Court of 
the United States.  Before it went to the Supreme Court, the Court of Appeals ruled in the 
favor of the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, agreeing that the request for 
the law enforcement records did not invade the privacy of the private individual because 
it contained matters of public record. 
 
Issues: Does the disclosure of Medico’s “rap sheet” violate the “unwarranted invasion of 
personal privacy” intended by Exemption 7(C) of the Freedom of Information Act 
(FOIA)? 
 
Holding/Decision: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the U.S. Department of 
Justice, saying that the request for the law enforcement records was an unwarranted 
invasion of a citizen’s privacy.  Therefore, it reversed the ruling of the Court of Appeals. 
 
Legal Rule/Test: The legal test that came out of this case to be used as precedent in 
future cases is deciding whether disclosing a private citizen’s information to a third party 
is an unwarranted invasion of privacy, as intended by Exemption 7(C) of the FOIA.  In 
this case, the disclosure of a “rap sheet” is unwarranted if a third party requests it, 
regardless if the party is a news source. 
 
Rational/Analysis: The court’s rationale in deciding this case begins with the idea that 
both common law and privacy law indicate that a person has control over information 
pertaining to him or her.  This was strengthened by the fact that federal funds were spent 
to obtain his “rap sheet”, meaning that the information is not freely available.  In 
addition, the Privacy Act of 1974 indicates that criminal histories are not to be released 
unless a written request by the individual involved is made.  Also, even though this 
information may have been public at one time, it is a compilation of many different 
things and therefore should not be disclosed.  The court decided that reporters are 
essentially the same thing as any other third party as well.  Finally, the court decided that 
the information the press wanted to obtain does not have anything to do with the alleged 
corrupt government official and thus was not official information.  His “rap sheet” says 
nothing about the behavior of the government official.  They agreed that there is some 



public interest in the rap sheet, but it is not the type of public interest the FOIA was made 
to protect.   


