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CIRS, Inc. is a non-profit, tax-exempt education and research organization dedicated
to the following activities:
1) Conducting research on the problems and characteristics of rural California;
and
2) Gathering information for public dissemination and education on topics
including, but not limited to:
a. Social and economic problems of rural California;
b. The effect of land tenure on the social structure of rural commun-
ities, the environment and migration of rural people to urban areas;
c. Approaches toward strengthening the role of private enterprise
in the form of small farmers and resident entrepreneurs;
d. The development of alternative methods of landholding including,
but not limited to, producer and landholding co-opereatives; and
e. The effect of governmental policies and programs
on landholding patterns.

This publication was made possible by a grant from The Youth Project
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INTRODUCTION

This guidebook is intended to help activists who are working for social change.
Community based organizations often find that they need basic information about the
interests of individuals or businesses who are involved in a particular dispute. 1In
many cases, the needed information is available but it is not used because of a lack
of familiarity with where to look or what to ask for. In other cases, fragmentary
information can be found but it must be supplemented with other data to give even a
rough indication of what is actually involved.

The experience represented in the material presented in this guidebook includes
certain general conclusions about how information can be used to promote social
change. One of these lessons is that effective action is enhanced by the clear
identification of the different, conflicting interests in a particular struggle.

The material presented in this guidebook is designed to acquaint activists with
the techniques used in public records investigation. Chapter 1 describes a number
of recent controversies in which this kind of research played a central role. 1In
each situation conflicting interest groups struggled over control of a vital resource:
land, a public hospital, or a major institutions.

In one case, private medical interests were influential in formulating a proposal
to shut down certain services offered by a public hospital. The fact that private
physicians were involved was not widely known in the community when the proposal was
first put forward. It was only after extensive investigation that the nature of these
interests was perceived. Even so, the full story was not uncovered at the time that
it mattered and is not even known today, several years after the fact. The process
of investigation that we describe is best thought of as trying to put together a
jigsaw puzzle for which you don't have all of the pieces and you don't know what the
final result should look like.

It is vital to realize that information, no matter how accurate, will not, by
itself, produce social change. Only the action of hundreds, or thousands, of informed
people acting together has the potential to transform societies. Investigation helps
to clarify the real interests of different parties in a particular dispute. But
organized groups of people are needed if one hopes to challenge the existing power
structure in a community.

The specific contents of the Research for Action guidebook have evolved over
several years of teaching workshops to activists, Political activists, Vista volunteers,
and members of labor and women's groups have contributed to improving the materials
used in the presentation through active participation in the workshops.

Fundemental to investigative research is the fact that an astonishing quantity of
material is available in public records. Your right to know is emobdied in public_law
and is as basic a right as is freedom of religion or speech. This is because the
historic pattern by which persons in power in America have tried to blunt the impact
of movements for social change has included the granting of disclosure of previously
confidential information. For example, millions of Americans lost all, or nearly all,
of hard earned savings during the Great Depression of the 1920's and 1930's. Some
lost their holdings in the stock market crash, others in bank failures, and still
others exhausted their resources while out of work. The social movements of that
epoch threatened the very structure of capitalism itself in response to the failures
of the private sector. One concession granted by the people then in power was
mandatory public disclosure, for the first time, of basic financial records for the
largest corporations. This move was intended to help restore '"confidence"” in the
corporate system, The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission was created to develop
and police disclosure of accurate records of corporate activities. Thus, instead of
replacing the privately owned corporations with community controlled businesses, the
government leaders and their corporate associates developed a compromise that resulted
in detailed disclosure of hitherto secret corporate records.

It is disclosure under SEC regulations that has been a pivotal factor in a number
of campaigns attempting to force private corporations to act responsibly. And in one
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