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Things to think about:

Who will use the data? Researchers? Reporters? Are all your users aware of GLBA/DPPA restrictions? Do you allow use of driver license/motor vehicle data? If so, what exception can you choose? (I give each reporter this disclaimer with a new ID that accesses public records: “Remember Nexis use is for business use only; this is particularly true for Public Records, in which your use of the files indicates compliance with federal privacy regulations. In the case of driver, vehicle, and boat records federal law says you may not use the information found there to contact a subject or to publish in the newspaper.”) 

What vendor do you use? You can only get certain records (especially driver/car records) from major vendors like Nexis, Choicepoint, Accurint, and must be aware of their restrictions.  Example: We can get Florida driving records, teacher employment info, and concealed weapons permits only from Choicepoint Autotrack. Currency is also an issue, but vendors are not good at telling you when files were last updated.

What are the restrictions? Public records are covered by the FCRA (Fair Credit Reporting Act, limits release of consumer reports except for legitimate business purposes), GLBA  (Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act, restricts disclosure of consumer information by financial institutions – credit bureaus and third parties – database vendors), DPPA (Driver Privacy Protection Act, prohibits release of personal information from car, boat and driver databases).  (Find relevant sections of these laws here: http://www.recordscheck.net/ under GLB, FCRA and DPPA links.) Vendors limit your use according to their interpretation of these laws. (Accurint just added a new exception: “if the motor vehicle department has provided notice that personal information may be disclosed and has provided an opportunity to prohibit release…”) States also have to interpret the laws; eg. Florida legislature recently changed release of driver license info from an “opt out” to an “opt in” policy.  

Is there an ‘official’ version of the record available? Getting corporate or real estate or other records from Nexis or other big vendors is easy (search all states at once); but are they current? They may be updated annually at the most. If the state or county records are available online and currency is critical, you should double check there.

Where can I find listings of public records from government agencies? Try www.searchsystems.net (all public records everywhere),  www.netronline.com (county clerk and property records), Portico (http://indorgs.virginia.edu/portico/home.html -- includes lists of property, corporation records), Nat’l Assn of Secretaries of State (www.nass.org/sos/sos.html -- links to corporation records), www.dc.state.fl.us/crimpage.html, links to corrections database searches. Or click on Public Records link from http://newsresearch.blogspot.com., where I update public records links regularly.  Also: Browse your local county and state Websites often for info about new searches online.

Where can I find out more about what records are available and what access I have a right to? Try these articles: BRB Publications: 5/29/2003, “National” Criminal History Databases: Issues and Opportunities in Pre-employment Screening, by Carl R. Ernst and Les Rosen (http://www.nationalbackgrounddata.com/RosenArticle.doc);  Lynn Peterson on public records searching “at the source”, excerpted from book: Super Searchers go to the Source (two parts): http://www.llrx.com/features/peterson.htm.  Also check this study: Use of Public Records Databases in Television and Newspaper Newsrooms, http://law.indiana.edu/fclj/pubs/v53/no3/barnett.pdf.  Also: Open Doors project from SPJ: http://www.spj.org/foia_opendoors.asp (especially “records A to Z” section); and The Information Squeeze: http://foi.missouri.edu/terrorismfoi/infosqueeze.html from Freedom of Information Center.

What if I can’t afford (or am not eligible) to sign up with the big vendors? What about these database offers that pop up in my email?   Here are some links to various additional search sites. I have used only some of these, including PACER, Rapsheets, KnowX, 192 and Flatrateinfo. Several of the others look useful, particularly if you don’t have access anywhere else: but remember that some of these use databases already publicly available for free, especially state corrections  and county property databases, and some may not accept journalist registration.

PACER: http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/. Sign up to search national database of Federal courts: bankrupty, civil and criminal. Cost is 7c/page for records you view. Some courts have images of filings online.

KnowX: www.knowx.com. This has been around for a long time. Now owned by Choicepoint. Free searches in many databases (like marriages in Florida, Nevada and Texas); full reports fairly inexpensive ($7.95 for marriages). Some searches have search charges ranging from $.25 to $2.95  (broad background check searches more expensive).

Flaterateinfo: www.flatrateinfo.com.  Sign up for annual account and get unlimited use of people finder databases with search justification for ‘journalistic endeavors’. Shows SSNs. Annual subscription available from $1400/year. Part of e-infodata.com, which has another service with lots of searches, www.quickinfo.net (for “licensed professionals”). 

Rapsheets:  www.rapsheets.com. Pay $14.95 montly, get $3 searches, or $5.95-$30 for searches without signup. Includes National Criminal Index search of multiple state and county criminal records, or search individual states or counties. Started by the Memphis Daily News, which also has a separate local records search site:  http://www.memphisdailynews.com/ .

Courthouse Direct: www.courthousedirect.com/. Has real property profiles, deeds, liens, judgements, releases, etc. from many large counties (e.g., 24 of 66 counties in Florida) going back as far as 1980. Also has federal courts – but not all. Sign up for $25, select monthly payment plan with document costs running about $1 a page.

Exemplaris: www.exemplaris.com/.  Get transcripts from Federal court trials (District and Bankruptcy) in selected districts.  Press Pass available by email request. Subscription is free, transcripts can be downloaded with credit card purchase and viewer download.

Merlin: www.merlindata.com. Offers property and people finder databases, bankruptcies and criminal records searches, starting at $2/search. A flatrate subscription is available from $165/month. 

192: www.192.com People search database of UK voter registration and  phone directory. Also has a business search and just added a neighbors search. Free but may require low-cost subscription if you use it a lot.
Public Data:  www.publicdata.com . Has criminal records in several states. Once offered some driver licenses and vehicle registration but has dropped those. Some civil, professional databases (mostly Texas) .  Has subscription plans from $25-$500/year with per-search charges of a few cents under low-cost plans.

Government Records: www.governmentrecords.com  Claims to have a search of voter registration databases nationwide (except Arizona and maybe California) for $25.  

National Public Records: www.Intelius.com.  Offers people, property, background searches ($9.95).

Records Check: www.recordscheck.net. Offers searches to the public of federal criminal records ($19.95), State criminal records ($12.95), property ($12.95) and people finder ($6.95) with more databases available with registration.

Superior Info:  www.superiorinfo.com.   Includes: NJ/NYC DocketSourceTM , Bankruptcy PLUS - One search for all states nationwide,  NJ Child Support Judgment Searches,  UCC OneSearch PLUS - One search for all states, Corporation OneSearch PLUS - One search for all states, People Finder PLUS - Find People across the USA, 48 States of Real Property Data,  NE Court Records from Maine to Connecticut, Criminal Records - 37 States including NY and NJ

US Search: www.ussearch.com. This one pops up everywhere.  They offer a free person locator search:  Results lead to requests for payment for more complete reports, ranging from $9.95 for basic address info to $60-$100 for complete background checks.

Ameridex: http://kadima.com/.  Sign up for $29.95, offers multiple person, telephone and death searches from $.65 and up.

More free help:  Sometimes help comes from the strangest places.  Try www.anybirthday.com/, Social Security Death Index (available from several sites (Google search), or www.ancestry.com/search/rectype/vital/ssdi/main.htm. Clark County, NV marriage licenses: www.co.clark.nv.us/recorder/Mar_srch.htm (lots of people get married in Las Vegas). Don’t forget the free pilot, aircraft databases from landings.com and FAA; merchant vessel database from NOAA fisheries. 

Need a public record not available online? Search for a local document retriever: http://www.brbpub.com/prrn/.
