JUSTICE

Nebraska Online Court Records Retrieval System
Executive Summary

JUSTICE is an online trial courts case search system that allows the user to search via the Web for court records from the Nebraska State Trial Court's case information. The system allows convenient searches through over 4 million case records from all 93 county courts, and 92 of the 93 district courts.  The system was launched in January 2004 following several years of development by Nebrask@ Online (the state’s official Web portal) and Court technical staff.  JUSTICE is a collaborative effort with the Nebraska Supreme Court, the Nebraska State Records Board and the State Court Administrator.

Technical aspects of the system are the product of collaboration among technicians from Nebrask@ Online, the Court, and Dept. of Administrative Services, Information Management Services and Division of Communications.  The system is based on the JUSTICE court information system operated by the State Court Administrator.  This back-end system allows court staff throughout Nebraska to input court records through their local system.  Each night, the system transmits locally entered summary case information to a central Master Index that forms the basis for name searches.  

The JUSTICE system processed more than 100,000 record requests during March and April 2004.  Court staff estimates that, if Court employees were to handle this volume of requests manually, it would take the equivalent of 100 staff days per month.  This represents a very significant improvement in service to businesses that rely on court records on a regular basis.  Primary users of the system are law firms, collection agencies, title companies, private investigators, and companies that directly or indirectly conduct background checks on prospective employees.

In essence, the JUSTICE system provides a service that was at best impractical from a manual-processing standpoint.  Monthly volume statistics for JUSTICE, which are expected to steadily increase, point up a latent demand for this information.  Considerable value is added – for both business and for government – by enabling quick and convenient access to information needed by a wide range of businesses.  From law firms involved in representing clients to companies checking the backgrounds of prospective employees, companies throughout Nebraska and beyond now have a key source of public information at their fingertips.  From the government side, benefits are realized by reducing the volume of over-the-counter requests for information.  This allows court staff to focus on other activities and provides an opportunity for the courts to operate more cost-effectively in tight budget times.  

JUSTICE represents a successful collaboration and public/private partnership among government agencies, policy-making bodies and the Nebrask@ Online network manager.  The system is now generating return on investment, and it is expected that development costs will be recovered within two years.  From that point, the system will generate more than enough revenue for ongoing support, maintenance and upgrades, as well as additional funds to support other Nebraska eGovernment efforts.

JUSTICE

Nebraska Online Court Records Retrieval System

Project Description

JUSTICE is an online trial courts case search system that allows the user to search via the Web for court records from the Nebraska State Trial Court's case information. The system allows convenient searches through over 4 million case records from all 93 county courts, and 92 of the 93 district courts.  The system was launched in January 2004 following several years of development by Nebrask@ Online (the state’s official Web portal) and Court technical staff.  JUSTICE is a collaborative effort with the Nebraska Supreme Court, the Nebraska State Records Board and the State Court Administrator.

The JUSTICE system provides all available public information about a court case. This information includes, but is not limited to: 

· Case Detail, such as the date and outcome of the trial, the case type, and presiding judge;

· Party Listing, including the plaintiff and defendant, and in most cases their associated attorneys;

· Court Cost Information, including all fees associated with the case;

· Payments by and to the Court;

· Register of Actions, so you can follow with the proceedings of the case up to, during, and after the case, if Court staff has recorded it.

Access to the system requires a Nebrask@ Online account ($50 annually), which includes assignment of usernames and passwords for authentication.  Authorized users may search by name or by case number, and may limit their name search by several criteria including county or case type.  The name search returns a results page listing all possible matches, including party name, case number, case title, case type, and judge/attorneys names.  Selecting a particular case will retrieve complete case details, as they exist in the JUSTICE database.  Case number searches immediately display complete case details (or a message that a particular case number cannot be located), and the listing of names is bypassed.

Technical aspects of the system are the product of collaboration among technicians from Nebrask@ Online, the Court, and Dept. of Administrative Services, Information Management Services and Division of Communications.  The system is based on the JUSTICE court information system operated by the State Court Administrator.  This back-end system allows court staff throughout Nebraska to input court records through their local system.  Each night, the system transmits locally-entered summary case information to a central Master Index that forms the basis for name searches.  Following the nightly updates, the Master Index is uploaded to the Nebrask@ Online system.  Name searches are then conducted using this data.  

When a user selects a case from the list provided through the name search (or enters a case number directly), Nebrask@ Online systems pass the request through an application developed by Court technical staff to retrieve case details.  The case detail information is maintained at the county level.  Results are formatted for Web presentation by the Nebrask@ Online JUSTICE application and returned to the user’s Web browser.  

Significance of Improvement

Efforts to implement the JUSTICE system have been underway for several years.  Initially, network limitations precluded system launch, as retrieval of records from remote locations took considerable time.  Privacy concerns also delayed implementation, as the Supreme Court needed time to develop and approve a Public Access Policy to specify what information would or would not be made available through the online system.  In the meantime, requests for records were handled either manually by Court staff, through self-service terminals located in courthouses, or through a mainframe emulation system available online in three of Nebraska’s 93 counties.

The JUSTICE system processed more than 100,000 record requests during March and April 2004.  Court staff estimates that, if Court employees were to handle this volume of requests manually, it would take the equivalent of 100 staff days per month.  This represents a very significant improvement in service to businesses that rely on court records on a regular basis.  Primary users of the system are law firms, collection agencies, title companies, private investigators, and companies that directly or indirectly conduct background checks on prospective employees.

Another significant improvement is direct, remote access to Court records for all but one of the county and district court systems in the state.  The Douglas County District Court currently does not input information to the court information back-end system, so it cannot be made available through JUSTICE.  Prior to JUSTICE implementation, remote access was limited to terminal emulation for 5 of the state’s 186 courts.  

In essence, the JUSTICE system provides a service that was at best impractical from a manual-processing standpoint.  Monthly volume statistics for JUSTICE, which are expected to steadily increase, point up a latent demand for this information.  Considerable value is added – for both business and government -- by enabling quick and convenient access to information needed by a wide range of businesses.

Benefits Realized

The most significant benefit of the JUSTICE system is that a wide range of businesses now has immediate access to the court records necessary for their daily activities.  From law firms involved in representing clients to companies checking the backgrounds of prospective employees, companies throughout Nebraska and beyond now have a key source of public information at their fingertips.

From the government side, benefits are realized by reducing the volume of over-the-counter requests for information.  This allows court staff to focus on other activities and provides an opportunity for the courts to operate more cost-effectively in tight budget times.

Return on Investment

JUSTICE was developed by Nebrask@ Online with oversight from the Nebraska State Records Board, the State Court Administrator and Nebraska Supreme Court using a transaction-based revenue approach.  Development of the system over a period of several years was provided at no up-front cost to the Court.  Nebrask@ Online’s development cost and ongoing maintenance will be recovered over period of several years through transaction or flat rate fees charged to users.  

Per-record cost is 60 cents, with an optional flat rate of $300 per account for unlimited use.  The flat rate is available only to end-users of records, and the account holder must enter into a separate agreement to receive the flat rate.  In addition, access to the system is provided at no charge to all court employees, state agencies in the normal course of business, law enforcement, county attorneys and public defenders.

System development costs are conservatively estimated at approximately $300,000, with annual maintenance, upgrades and support estimated at $42,000.  Current monthly revenue of about $14,000 will recover the cost of development and the first two years’ annual maintenance in about 28 months.  Thereafter, annual revenue should exceed annual maintenance, upgrade and support costs and will be available to finance other eGovernment initiatives.  Under a revenue-sharing arrangement with the courts, about $30,000 annually will be made available for their use in enhancing court services.

