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Public Disclosure and the SEC
One very important initiative of Federal information policy has been to increase public access to information.  The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) is the government agency charged with ensuring that the nation’s securities markets remain orderly and fair.  Investors require comprehensive and accurate information about the companies they plan to invest in.  The SEC requires that all publicly traded companies file their financial information so that it can be made available to the public.  This information is already available to the public, but in a database system designed in the early 1980s called EDGAR.  Information found in the EDGAR system is not much more than electronic photocopies of the same forms that have been in use since the 20s and 30s.  The information is publicly available, but not in a format particularly useful to the average investor.  You have to know how to read the information and where to find the important numbers, and then you need to re-key them into other applications to do any comparison or tracking of them.
The SEC plans to correct this by introducing an update to EDGAR that uses XBRL (eXtensible Business Reporting Language) tools to make the financial data in SEC filings more interactive.  By doing this, the SEC hopes to enable the creation of more advanced analysis tools that can be made available to investors, while also making it easier and less costly for companies to meet SEC requirements.  If successful, this should help move the SEC more from the “Transaction” stage to the “Transformation” stage of e-governance, according to the scheme described by Jeffrey Seifert of the Congressional Research Service (Garson, p. 23).  The FDIC, Federal Reserve, and the Comptroller of the Currency already use XBRL to interact with the banking industry, so the SEC’s move helps to eliminate one barrier between them and other agencies.
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