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Background

- Last summer, published two-part 
series on how local government 
workers had been using ChatGPT.

- The series was based on public 
records requests for ChatGPT 
conversation logs. It focused on 
Bellingham and Everett, largely 
because those cities were most 
responsive to records requests  



Request language

Pursuant to the Washington Public Records Act, I am requesting the following records:

Chat histories of all ChatGPT sessions conducted by city employees on city-owned 
devices or used in job-related functions in the following departments: Budget & 
Finance, City Attorney, City Clerk, City Council, Human Resources, Library, Mayor's 
Office/Administration, Parks Department, Planning, Purchasing/Procurement The 
timeframe for this request is 6/1/2023 to the date this request is filed. The requested 
documents will be made available to the general public and this request is not being 
made for commercial purposes.
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AI chatbot records are 
considered public records: 

In 2024, Washington 
State archives issued 
guidance clarifying that 
generative AI 
interactions are public 
record. 

This includes both inputs 
and outputs 



AI chatbot records are 
considered public records: 

- Records laws also apply to personal chatbot 
accounts when used for government business: 



“Shadow AI”

If ChatGPT or other chatbots aren’t authorized tools, that doesn’t 
necessarily mean that some staff aren’t using them. 

- Reporting found that many employees were using ChatGPT for city 
business on their personal accounts, not necessarily with their 
supervisors’ knowledge. 

- This created redaction issues and problems with locating records
- Most jurisdictions responded to my request by emailing all city staff 

asking for ChatGPT conversation logs.  



Response format

- Some city staff responded 
to the records request with 
screenshots of their chat 
history. 

- This often caused legibility 
problems:  



Responses 

- Others 
respondents 
copied their chat 
history into 
PDFs. 



Exporting chat history: 

- Many respondents exported their chat 
history into .json files. This seems like 
the easiest file format for everyone: 

- The .Json file includes: 
- HTML text file 
- Any photos or images the user 

uploaded to ChatGPT 
- Date and timestamps 



Export instructions for ChatGPT 
(copied from ChatGPT)

On the ChatGPT website

1. Open ChatGPT and sign in.

2. Click your profile icon in the lower-left corner.

3. Go to Settings → Data Controls.

4. Click Export Data.

5. Confirm the export request.

OpenAI will email you a download link for a ZIP file containing:

● Your conversations (chat.html and/or JSON files)

● Account information

● Other stored data

The download link expires after 24 hours, and exports can sometimes take hours or a few days if your history is large.

https://chatgpt.com?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Redactions

Some chatlogs had to be 
redacted because the user 
had imputed sensitive data. 
This included internal city 
computer code, personnel 
info and info from active 
police investigations



Transitory? 



Lingering questions:

- Many local governments are now instructing 
staff to stop using tools like ChatGPT, and to 
only use Microsoft CoPilot. 
- What tools does CoPilot have to track and 

retain conversation logs? 



Lingering questions

- What systems can records officers put in 
place to capture and classify the large 
volume of data produced by AI chatbots? 

- How to navigate redaction with large 
volumes of data? 



Questions?

Contact info: 
nsanford@knkx.org 
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