
 
 
 Writer’s Direct Dial: 
 404-458-3252 

Fax  404-657-9932 
 jcolangelo@law.ga.gov 
 
May 9, 2022 
 
Via Email to: lee@thenewberrylawfirm.com 
 
Lee Newberry, Esquire 
129 N Laurel St. 
Springfield, GA 31329 
  

RE: Open Records Complaint regarding Effingham County 
 
Dear Mr. Newberry: 
 
I am writing to you in your capacity as the attorney for Effingham County.  The Office of the 
Attorney General received a complaint from Jessica Szilagyi about an Open Records request she 
submitted to Effingham County in March.  She requested employee salary and compensation 
records for two different time frames.  The county provided her with one document, which did 
not indicate which time frame it was for.  Ms. Szilagyi states that she has asked the county to 
clarify which document she was sent and to provide the missing document, but has not received 
any response.  I have attached a copy of her complaint that contains more details and contains 
her communications with the county. 
 
Under Georgia law the Attorney General, as an independent constitutional officer, has the 
discretionary authority to enforce the Open Records Act and the Open Meetings Act.  
O.C.G.A. §§ 50-14-5(a), 50-18-73(a).  The Attorney General has chosen to exercise that 
discretion by establishing a mediation program where citizens may raise issues and concerns 
with our office regarding the Acts, and we will attempt to resolve disputes between citizens and 
local government.  Our office also reserves the right to pursue litigation in these matters where it 
deems doing so is appropriate. 
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Of course, I may not be aware of all of the circumstances surrounding this complaint, and I am 
not assuming the county violated the law.  However, I would ask that the county provide a 
response to the complaint in the next ten business days.  I look forward to your response and 
working toward a resolution of this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ Jennifer Colangelo 
 
JENNIFER COLANGELO 
Assistant Attorney General 
 
cc: Ms. Jessica Szilagyi 
 
Enclosures 
 



Jessica Szilagyi
P.O. Box 370
Brooklet, GA 30415

April 7, 2022

Georgia Attorney General’s Office
Open Government Division
40 Capitol Square SW
Atlanta, GA 30334
Sent via email to jcolangelo@law.ga.gov

To Whom it May Concern:

Please consider this my formal complaint against the governing body of Effingham County, which also does business as
Effingham County Board of Commissioners, and Effingham County Government.

The basis of my complaint is outlined in the timeline as follows:

3/21/22 - I filed an Open Records Request for employee salary & compensation/classification at two points in time
(1/1/21 and 7/1/21) for county employees and Sheriff’s Office employees - for a total of 4 documents.

(My request was made based off of discussions in a public meeting and a compensation study conducted
in the year matching the records I sought. These documents would have been provided to and from the
company conducting the pay study.)

3/22/22 - Effingham County uses a portal which does not allow you to communicate with a named individual,
however, the response from ‘EFFINGHAMSUPPORT’ was that the county was not required to create a
report and did not otherwise maintain records of payroll and employee rosters for the Sheriff’s Office and
I would need to contact the Sheriff’s Office.

It should be noted that the county did not have the exact document I requested for the county employee
portion of my request, but provided the closest similar document that, in their own words, contained
‘most’ of the information I requested. The request was only fulfilled partially as I received one point in
time for county employees instead of two points in time.

(As a point of clarification, the Sheriff’s Office does not run its own payroll, the county does, so the
county would have to have some sort of documentation regarding payroll, employee name, and
compensation amount, which is what prompted my request being sent to them.)

3/23/22 - I filed a request with the Effingham County Sheriff’s Office for the exact same information. I used the
same wording I filed with the county.

3/24/22 - After clarification regarding which documents were actually needed, the Sheriff’s Office provided one of
two requested documents to me around close of business on a Thursday, noting that the other document
would be provided on the following Monday. (The admin for the Sheriff’s Office is closed on Friday, so
she would need to reach out to the HR director on Monday to get the necessary information)



There was no issue with the communication with the Sheriff’s Office, other than it did not make sense to
that the SO would have to go back to the county for information the county sent me to the SO to retrieve.
It also didn’t make sense that, based on what was provided to me, the county HR director who runs
payroll, did NOT have current payroll data for the Sheriff’s Office, but DID have old data from 2021
that is no longer used.

3/28/22 - As promised, the Sheriff’s Office provided me with the information as requested from 1/1/21. The email
was forwarded to me and the attachment included correspondence from the HR director to the Sheriff’s
Office employee. In that email, the HR director attached the very document I requested from her office a
a week prior, which she stated to me in writing in the portal did not exist.

I then had 3 of 4 requested documents from my initial request.

3/28/22 - Because the one document from the county/HR director provided to me on 3/22/22 did not have detail
distinguishing whether or not the data was for 1/1/21 and 7/1/21, (the document was simply titled ‘2021
budget’) I asked for clarification on the document. The request was instead marked ‘completed’ and no
response was ever provided, nor has any additional documentation been uploaded to fulfill the request.

While I find the lack of response by county employees completely appalling, I am most concerned by the obvious and
abhorrent deception made in writing by county employees that documents do not exist and cannot be provided.

Further, the document was requested from HR by the Sheriff’s Office on the same day it was provided to HR and then to
me. This was outlined in the email chain as forwarded to me. This means the document was not a difficult document to
produce. It also indicates that the information is held in a software program on which the county operates payroll.

It is the county’s position that ‘a document had to be created’ in order to produce the records because it maintains
employee information in the software program, however, the software program isn’t otherwise available for public review.
Per OCGA 50-18-71(f), electronic records aren’t supposed to restrict access. It specifically states:

An agency shall not refuse to produce such electronic records, data, or data fields on the grounds that reporting
data…will require inputting range, search, filter, report parameters, or similar commands or instructions into an
agency’s computer system…so long as such commands or instructions can be executed using existing computer
programs that he agency uses in ordinary course of business to access, support or otherwise manage the records
for data.

I believe it is a safe assumption that employee name and compensation is within the confines of ‘ordinary course of
business.’

As a result of the county’s clear and purposeful negligence with regard to public records, the request was extended well
beyond the necessary time frame, utilized resources from at least three different departments and agencies, and
monopolized taxpayer resources in a display of deliberate disrespect for the law. To boot, it is still incomplete some twelve
days later.

It should be noted that since I began filing Open Records Requests related to the compensation study mentioned above on
March 10, 2022, the county has missed deadlines as outlined in the law, has misstated provisions in the law in their
records portal (specifically about costs to produce records and timelines), and has, on multiple occasions, provided some
documents, closed a request, and after public admonishment, uploaded additional documents to make it appear as though
they were provided correctly the first time - seemingly believing that I don’t have access to view the ‘upload’ date. I have
attached the supporting documentation which reflects these patent violations of Georgia law.

Had it not been for the transparency and thoroughness of the Sheriff’s Office, I would not have known the county lied
about the documents in the first place. (For that reason, I want to be clear that my complaint does not pertain to ECSO in
any capacity.) All of this is particularly troubling because the obfuscation on the part of the county has completely eroded
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the public trust in the process. Every citizen, media entity, and elected official that files a request for public records must
now question whether or not the request has been fulfilled in its entirety.

If the decisions are deliberate, the acts are criminal. If they’re due to incompetence, it’s clear that retraining and some sort
of accountability is necessary in the very near future.

I hope the Attorney General’s Office will take the expansive list of manifestations into consideration in how it addresses
this issue.

Sincerely,

Jessica Szilagyi
Publisher, TheGeorgiaVirtue.com
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EXHIBIT A
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EXHIBIT B - Other violations of the law

B -1 Refusal to accept requests via email. I submitted a request and was told it needed to be submitted via an
online portal, where I needed to create an account, because apparently it helps the county fulfill requests more
efficiently.  I did so, but the county then missed the deadline to respond to me anyway. Then provided the wrong
documents on several occasions.
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B -2 - Misstatements of the law on the records portal, including that you must agree to pay for everything
without first getting a cost estimate and you must provide a deposit if the request will exceed $25
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B -3 - Uploaded additional documents to make it appear as though they were provided correctly the first time.
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