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The Court-PASS Project: 
Balancing Access with Privacy in an Online Court    
Records System



Literature Review

Privacy
● Identity theft
● Personal safety
● Personal privacy

Access
● Open government
● Transparency
● Accountability
● Informed public

“Public is Public”
● Public access policy should 

be the same regardless of 
format or location

“Practical Obscurity”
● Emphasizes increased 

exposure facilitated by 
remote online access

Online access to public court records is complicated by competing public 
policy interests.



Literature Review 

U.S. Legislation 

● Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) (1966)
● E-Government Act (2002)

○ Public Access to Court Electronic Records (PACER)

New York Legislation

● Judiciary Law § 255

State level: lack of uniformity in policies and systems for online access to 
public court records

● National Center for State Courts (NCSC)
○ Kilpatrick & Jennen Reports (1995)

● Conference of Chief Justices & Conference of State Court Administrators
○ CCJ/COSCA Guidelines (2002) 



Court-PASS Project Context
● Founded 1847, Court of Appeals is the state’s 

court of last resort
● Records and briefs collection: binding 

organized by library personnel
● Bound volumes & microfiche accessible 

through NYS Archives and NYS Library
● Some access via commercial databases 
● Court of Appeals website: access to decisions, 

transcripts & videos of oral arguments (videos 
also at Albany Law School Library)  

● Public access to paper records at courthouses
● NYS Unified Court System E-Courts initiative

○ Electronic filing pilot programs 



Project Goals
Project committee: NY Court of Appeals and Law Reporting Bureau

● Attorneys, library and information technology staff

Goals:
● To allow parties to submit electronic case materials to the Court online
● To develop a system for managing workflow of electronic records
● To implement standards for the permanent preservation of electronic records
● To develop policies and procedures for ensuring sealing or proper redaction of 

electronic records
● To develop an online access portal to a database for all electronic records 

determined to be suitable for public inspection
● To create a system which is always free to use and is user-friendly to the general 

public
● To enhance overall public accessibility to Court of Appeals records and information



Database Coverage

● Dates: prospective, beginning with cases pending as of or filed after January 1, 2013
● Record series included: 

○ Case materials filed with the Court: records/appendices and briefs
○ Motion papers for civil cases in which leave to appeal has been granted
○ Videos and transcripts of oral arguments before the Court
○ Court of Appeals decisions

● Other information included:
○ Argument date
○ Decision date
○ Authoring Judge
○ Lower court citation
○ Subject matter classification



Database Coverage

Types of documents not included:

● Based on statutory provisions or court orders that mandate confidential filing
○ Types of cases for which all documents are sealed (e.g., involuntary commitment 

proceedings, youthful offender adjudications)
○ Types of documents which are individually sealed (e.g., pre-sentence reports, 

grand jury minutes)
● Sealed document types should be submitted in a separate file labeled 

“confidential”

Types of information not included:

● Sensitive personal information (e.g., Social Security numbers, financial account numbers, 
home addresses, phone numbers, names of minor children)

○ Should be redacted or abbreviated according to rules



System & Workflow Development

● Redaction review process
○ Automated redaction software 

● Electronic filing process
○ Authentication
○ Attestation form

● Technical specifications 
○ Best practices for archival preservation of electronic 

records
● Technical infrastructure

○ Database
○ Electronic Document Management System
○ User Interface

Defendant was 
adjudicated as a youthful 
offender . . . at the time of 
the incident, police arrived 
at the home at 110 Main 
Street . . . also present at 
the scene was a minor 
child, Mary Jones, age 12 
. . . 



Workflow
Filer uploads 
documents,
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form
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User Interface

































Conclusions

● Transition from paper to digital
● Efficiency
● Collaboration
● Future improvements to Court-PASS
● Future work to consolidate resources and standardize policies on a national level 
● Need robust technical infrastructure and policies for managing electronic court 

records in addition to detailed public access policy for records
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