Easy Access to Public Records:  From Investigating Companies to the Dead!
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By Sue Altmeyer, Electronic Services Librarian, Cleveland Marshall College of law

I incorporated some suggestions from Julie Maekask and Shannon Kemen  into this outline.  
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I.  What are Public Records?

[image: image2.wmf]Ohio-  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Not all government records are public records under Ohio law.  Public records may be accessed for the most part, without restriction.  For state records, a public record is defined by ORC 149.43.   Some of the items excluded from the definition of public records are: medical records, probation records, adoption records and confidential law enforcement records.

Federal -  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) limitations.

The federal government also has categories of information it will not disclose.  For example, these include national defense information, personal and medical information, ongoing law enforcement investigations and confidential sources, certain geological information and information exempt under federal law.  See 5 USC 552(b).

II.  What are some restrictions on accessing public records?

The government or a purchaser and distributor of government information may be subject to certain laws prohibiting distribution of the information unless there is a permissible use.  
A. Driver’s Privacy Protection Act, 18 USC 2721  
only allows access to driver’s license information for certain purposes.  Under the Driver’s Privacy Protection Act, use in connection with a civil or criminal case is a permissible use.  

B.  Fair Credit Reporting Act, 15 USC 1681 et seq.  
requires that a “consumer report” gathered by anyone regularly involved in the business of compiling and selling consumer reports (“consumer reporting agency”) can only be disclosed to those who have a permissible use.  Use for a civil or criminal case is a permissible use.  

The term “consumer report” is very broad.  It means:

… any written, oral, or other communication of any information by a consumer reporting agency bearing on a consumer's credit worthiness, credit standing, credit capacity, character, general reputation, personal characteristics, or mode of living which is used or expected to be used or collected in whole or in part for the purpose of serving as a factor in establishing the consumer's eligibility for--

(A) credit or insurance to be used primarily for personal, family, or household purposes;

(B) employment purposes; or

(C) any other purpose authorized under section 1681b of this title.


15 U.S.C.A. § 1681a.  Consumer reports include more than credit reports.  They include criminal and civil court records, driving records and more.  

Consumer reporting agencies include Westlaw, Lexis, Accurint and OpenOnline because they are in the business of buying and selling consumer reports.  Open Online requires you to select a permissible purpose, while the Lexis and Westlaw descriptions of databases, such as Lexis Smartlinx, contain warnings that the information must be used for a permissible purpose.  
The Fair Credit Reporting Act also imposes restrictions when the consumer report is used for employment purposes.  The employee/potential employee must agree in writing that the employer/potential employer can have access to the consumer report.  If the employer/potential employer takes an adverse action as a result of the consumer report, the employee/potential employee must be notified.  15 U.S.C. 1681b.
When you are searching public records via a “consumer reporting agency” such as Westlaw, Lexis, Accurint or OpenOnline, the Fair Credit Reporting Act applies.   If an employer conducts a search on the Internet of a government database for the same information, the restrictions of the Fair Credit Reporting Act do not apply.  

Courts have held that credit header information, containing names, addresses and social security numbers do not constitute “consumer reports”.   Dotzler v. Perot, E.D.Mo.1996, 914 F.Supp. 328, affirmed 124 F.3d 207, certiorari denied 118 S.Ct. 1167, 522 U.S. 1148, 140 L.Ed.2d 177, rehearing denied 118 S.Ct. 1576, 523 U.S. 1103, 140 L.Ed.2d 808.  
For more information on the Fair Credit Reporting Act, see Federal Trade Commission: Facts for Businesses:  

http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/buspubs/credempl.htm
C.  
Social Security Number protection legislation: Besides the threat of being sued for negligence, is there any Ohio or Federal legislation prohibiting the disclosure of social security numbers?
· Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004 (Can not put social security number on driver’s license) 42 U.S.C.A. § 405c(2)C(vi)(II); 
· Ohio S.B. 6 prohibits a public office from making available to the general public on the internet any document that contains an individual's social security number.  (R.C. 149.45(B)(1) and (2))
· “Legislation has been introduced in the U.S. Congress in recent years to prohibit the commercial sale of SSNs. The latest version is the Social Security Number Misuse Prevention Act, introduced in the U.S. Senate in 2007. To date, none has been passed into law. (Use the search feature in http://thomas.loc.gov/ to locate this bill.)”  per Privacy Rights Clearinghouse, My Social Security Number:  How Secure is It?
INTERESTED IN MORE ABOUT PUBLIC RECORDS LAW?  Check out the Privacy and Security Data Law Journal, which started publication in 2006.  It has articles on state and federal privacy laws.
III.  Recent Changes to Ohio Public Records Law
A.  Making information requests…..
In Ohio ---- 2006 Am Sub HB 9,  mandates, among other things:  (1)  That the public office may only ask the identity of the requestor and the purpose of the request, if the requestor is told that they do not have to disclose this information.  One exception occurs when the identity of the requestor or purpose will help to locate the information.  (2)  If information is redacted in a requested document, the requester must be notified of the redaction or the redaction must be plainly visible.  (3) The public office may require advance payment for photocopies or document delivery.  (4) Officials must provide an explanation when a records request is denied in whole or in part.  Also see Public Records Legislation Requires Training by Bricker & Eckler Government Relations Group, Jan. 2007. 

B. Ohio Supreme Court’s Proposed Superintendence Rules 44-47:

[image: image3.jpg]


The proposed rules:
· Define "court record", and state that court records shall be made available for public access. 
· Provide for partial redaction or omission of social security numbers and other identifying information.
· Provide that a party to a case, or person whom the information is about, may request that the court limit access to case information. The court can limit public access, if it finds that the presumption of allowing public access is outweighed by a higher interest" after considering a list of four factors. The court must use the least restrictive means of limiting access. 

· Create a procedure where any person can request access to documents or information that has been granted "limited public access".
· Create rules for bulk distribution of court information and custom compilation of the information.
Changes to the first draft of the rules include:  
· The draft now requires a person wanting to seal a record to file a written motion, for parties from both sides of the legal case to be notified and for the judge's decision to become part of the official record.

· Public access means access to records both in person and by Internet, if kept in that form. 

· Records accessible by Internet must be identical to the original paper copies. 

· Anyone receiving court records in bulk, such as background investigators, will be required to frequently update their files in case a record is suddenly sealed or unsealed. 

Proposed Public-Access Rules for Court Records will go to Ohio Supreme Court for Review by Reginald Fields, Openers, The Plain Dealer Politics Blog, June 28, 2008.  

The rules underwent a second comment period, ending Sept. 17, 2008, so more changes are in store.  
IV.  Fee v. Free?  Online vs. Paper?
What is online for free compared to what is online for fee, compared to what is in paper at the courthouse, agency or other government office?

· It is possible to do a free background check online – but only to a certain extent.  The free materials available on-line are generally discrete bits of information – from one court or agency, whereas pay databases will search many databases at once.  There are some free online databases which allow searching across states, such as criminalsearches.com, but these may not contain data from every court or every county.    
· It is important to note that not every court or government agency has a website, or makes records available via a website.  For example, some Municipal Courts do not have online dockets.  Because of identity theft problems, Hamilton County Clerk of Courts removed many of the court documents from their website, providing password access only to those involved in a particular case. 
· What is available at the courthouse or government agency may be different from what is online.  Many courts are struggling with the issue of whether the online documents which redact personal information should be made available at the courthouse in unredacted form. 
· Fee services I have used:  Westlaw, Lexis, Accurint, OpenOnline
· Other reputable fee services include:  Choicepoint, KnowX.com, 1800US Search.com, NetDetective.net, SearchSystems.com.  

IMPORTANT TIP -  When using information from fee services, cross-check the information among multiple databases or websites to ensure accuracy.  When using ANY public records providers, it is a good idea to double check the information with another service for accuracy.  Information in a database may lack currency or suffer from data entry errors. 

ANOTHER IMPORTANT TIP – Check the coverage of the database.  How far does it go back ?  What states or counties are included?
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V.  Investigating People – Living 

A.  Comprehensive Reports on People:  

Westlaw, Lexis, Accurint, Choicepoint and others offer comprehensive reports.  Accurint only costs $8.50, but does not provide the underlying documents.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1See http://www.lexisnexis.com/government/solutions/literature/smartlinx.pdf
for an example of a Lexis Smartlinx report.  

B.  Internet Portals 

· BRB Publications: Links to free sites, arranged by jurisdiction. Contains links and hints for finding motor vehicle records.
· Netronline: Contains public records links for the fifty states, broken down by county. Offers people searches and background checks for a fee.
· Searchsystems.net: Contains a search engine to locate the desired type of public record. Links by type of public record and by state and Canadian province.
· PublicRecords.com: Has a free people finder search that will give cities and state of residence, age and possible relatives. There is a fee for any other information. Free search for bankruptcies and civil judgments, but detailed information requires payment. Search for real property, divorce and marriage, but these are limited to certain states and detailed information requires a fee. Real property search is for 42 states.

Lots more Portal Links via the Cleveland Law Library’s Public Records FAQ - Portals
C.  Address and phone
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While address and phone number directories abound on the Internet, the free ones are typically not all-inclusive and may be out of date.  For-fee databases may be an improvement, and there are some that do not cost an arm and a leg.   Public libraries usually carry commercially published directories, both electronic and in print.  


If all else fails, there are some round-about ways of finding addresses and phone numbers.  These include voter registration databases, drivers license databases, return of service from court cases, accident reports and professional license databases (for business addresses).  


Cell phone numbers and unlisted phone numbers can be particularly hard to find, but there are some hints, below.

1.  Problem: Married and Divorced Women:


It will be difficult to find the phone number or address of a woman if you no longer have her current name.  Look at marriage licenses, divorce dockets and possibly probate court name change records to determine the woman’s current name.  Scott Austin is covering the topic of vital records, so I will defer to his materials.
2.  Lexis and Westlaw
Lexis and Westlaw have people finder databases, but of course, these can cost a lot of money.  Public or law school libraries typically do not provide patron access to Westlaw and Lexis public records databases.  Many of these databases require a permissible purpose to search, and the public library would have no way of regulating its users.  Some county law libraries, such as the Cleveland Law Library, offer to do public records searches for members. 
3.  Low Cost Databases:  


I recommend two low-cost databases for finding addresses and phone numbers.  You must establish an account with each of these services, but you only have to pay for the searches you actually perform.

The first is OpenOnline – http://marketing.openonline.com/en/us/MarketingHome.aspx, which charges $8.00 for a people finder search.  The information is taken from credit headers.  There is also a driver’s license/traffic violations search on OpenOnline for $4.50, but the address retrieved may be up to three years old.  


The other database is Accurint - http://www.accurint.com/.  Accurint provides a comprehensive report, including address, phone, bankruptcy, liens and judgments, property, professional licenses, criminal records, associates and neighbors for $5.50.  However, if you want to see the underlying documents that go into the report, a separate fee will be charged. See  Accurint’s price list - http://www.accurint.com/price2.html.  Accurint was purchased by LexisNexis several years ago, so you will likely get the same information when performing an  Accurint search as a search on Lexis.  


While I have no personal experience using it, others have had good luck with KnowX.com - http://www.knowx.com/.  
4.  Public Library Directories:

Public libraries usually purchase commercially prepared directory databases that are often superior to the free databases on the web.  For example, Toledo-Lucas

County Public Library offers the electronic resource, Reference USA, and carries the Haines Criss+Cross Directory in print.

5.  Free People Finders on the Web: 
pipl.com - http://pipl.com : is the most thorough free people finder on the web, because it searches the deep web.  It can return phone, address, date of birth, court records and more.  
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Whitepages.com - http://www.whitepages.com/:  is the leading provider of Internet directory information. Whitepages.com powers many of the other Internet directories, including MSN and Yellowpages.com.  You can find addresses and phone numbers for people and businesses.  It features a reverse lookup, where you can find the name corresponding to a phone number or address.  The same company brings you the Canadian White Pages - http://www.whitepages.ca/ .

Google Phonebook – Searches numerous online directories at once.
Switchboard.com - http://www.switchboard.com is another popular Internet people finder.  In addition to a directory and reverse look-up for business and people, this site also features a public records search to find out more information about people.  Switchboard.com links to Intellius - https://www.intelius.com/ for the public records search.  Basic information such as age, cities the person lived and names of relatives are free, but more information can be obtained for a fee.

Infospace.com - http://www.infospace.com/info/revaddr.htm?&actnav=org offers a unique feature in addition to the usual directories and reverse lookups.  You can look for the names of everyone who lives on a particular street.  

Ultimate White Pages - http://www.theultimates.com/white/ has search boxes which will search many different Internet people finders. 
For other people finders, see the Cleveland Law Library’s People Finder FAQ:  http://www.clelaw.lib.oh.us/Public/Misc/FAQs/People_Finder.html.  
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6.  Voter Registration Databases can be used to find addresses.  Accurint has voter registration databases for 20 states.  Lexis and Westlaw also have voter registration databases.   You may be able to find voting records on the Internet, via the Secretary of State’s web page.  Or, you can try this two-step process:

Step One:
Go to Search Systems.net, http://www.searchsystems.net/search.php and search for the term “voter registration” and the jurisdiction.

Step Two:       For example, you will find that the Franklin County Board of Elections -  

 http://www.co.franklin.oh.us/boe/apps/voter/index.asp has an online database. 

7.  Driver’s License Databases , such as those found on Westlaw, Lexis and OpenOnline –  http://marketing.openonline.com/en/us/MarketingHome.aspx will have address information.  The information may be several years out of date, depending on when the person renewed their license.  You will need a permissible purpose to search these databases, pursuant to the Driver’s Privacy Protection Act, 18 USC 2721. 
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8.  Court Dockets – that contain the full text of filings may be searched for the “return of service” to find addresses.

9.  Accident reports – usually contain addresses.  Mail a request to the Department of Public Safety in Columbus.  Some accident reports are online, see Policereports.us  - http://www.policereports.us/.   Some states and cities have them online, (e.g. Arkansas - https://www.ark.org/grs/app/asp) but usually charge a fee.

10.  Professional license databases: 

· To look up licenses in Ohio try Ohio License Center, https://license.ohio.gov/lookup/default.asp .

· The Ohio Supreme Court – Attorney Information Search - http://www.sconet.state.oh.us/atty_reg/Public_AttorneyInformation.asp will locate business addresses for Ohio lawyers.

· Business addresses can be obtained via Certified Financial Planner look-up – http://www.cfp.net/search/, NASDAQ Broker Check -  http://www.finra.org/Investors/ToolsCalculators/BrokerCheck/index.htm AICPA Links to State Boards of Accountancy: http://www.aicpa.org/yellow/ypsboa.htm.
· Use Search Systems.net: to find license look-ups for other states.  

· More links: Cleveland Law Library’s Public Records FAQ
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11.  PROBLEM: Cell phones and Unlisted Phone Numbers:
The above people finder databases will not provide cell phones or unlisted numbers, with the exception of Open Online, Accurint, Lexis Smartlinx, or others that get their information from credit headers.  (Lexis has a new database called Alternate Phones for cell phones and unlisted phone numbers).  I have heard that Merlin, a for-fee database, is particularly good for cell phone numbers  Per Zimmerman’s Research Guide, http://www.lexisnexis.com/infopro/zimmerman/disp.aspx?z=1997 : 

“Cell phone numbers are generally private information, but some fee-based services sell them, such as Locatecell.com and www.peoplesearchamerica.com. You provide a name and social security number or a name and address, plus your credit card number, and they give you the phone number. The legality of these services has been questioned so read their disclaimers carefully. You can also try the fee-based public records resources discussed above and hope a cell number pops up.”


There are some Web options for cell phone and unlisted numbers, including:

· Cell Phone Search or Cell Phone Directory by Intelius – offers a name search for a fee and reverse lookup for free.

· Web Detective – sells cell & unlisted numbers for a fee.

· Mobile Phone Number .com – is free, but contains voluntary listings only.

· National Cellular Directory – is free, but you must provide YOUR cell phone for the directory in order to get anyone else’s cell phone number.
· Google Phonebook searches a few cell phone databases on the web, such as Mobile Phone Number.com.

According to journalism.net - http://www.journalismnet.com/phones/unlisted.htm, some online directories, such as Infospace, are a couple years out of date.  If someone has just delisted their number, you may be able to find it in an outdated directory.  

D.  Neighbors, Relatives and Friends

1.  Fee-based Databases: Lexis Smartlinks reports will generate a list of potential relatives, associated entities and neighbors, as will Accurint - http://www.accurint.com/.  

2.  Find Neighbors via County Auditor websites –For example, on the Lucas County Auditor’s site, http://www.co.lucas.oh.us/real_estate/AREISmain/areismain.asp , enter a person’s name or address to find property they own.  Click on Identify.  Then click on the parcels next door, and click on “identify” (at the top right of the screen) to obtain the name of the owner of next door parcels.  
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3.  Find Neighbors via Infospace.com - http://www.infospace.com/info/revaddr.htm?&actnav=org Infospace allows one to look for the names of everyone who lives on a particular street.  

4.  Websites for Finding Possible Relatives – Peoplefinders.com - http://www.peoplefinders.com/ and Intelius - http://www.intelius.com will provide possible relatives for free.   However, most other information will cost you.  Spock - http://www.spock.com is a free service which may show related people. 
5.  Find Relatives via a Last Name Only Search -  This type of search works well for individuals with an uncommon last name or who live in small towns and less populated areas. 
Search any online white pages just using the last name and leave the first name field blank. 

6.  Social Networking Sites to Find Friends and Associates – If you are not familiar with social networking sites, be aware that a “friend” may not really be closely associated with the person you are investigating.  Sometimes a friend will merely be someone who works at the same institution or attends the same university.  Famous people and musical groups are also available to be your friend on social networking sites, but have no real relationship with you.  Here are some popular social networking sites:

· MySpace - www.myspace.com/ is particularly popular with high school and junior high students, but older people are present as well.

· Facebook - http://www.facebook.com appeals to college students and older individuals.  

· Friendster.com
· LinkedIn - http://www.linkedin.com/ - is a professional networking site.  

· Xing - http://www.xing.com/ - is another professional networking site.

· Ning - http://www.ning.com/ - allows people to create their own social networks.  Networks can range from professional interests (the law librarians have a Ning site) to personal interests (alumni groups, hiphop, James Patterson novels, etc.)

E.  Assets – real estate, automobiles, planes, boats[image: image10.png]



· Check recent divorce filings.
· Typically easier on a for-fee database that will allow searching across counties and across states, such as  Lexis, Westlaw, Accurint, others.  

· Portico:  state-by-state links for real estate; links for aircraft and boats
Real Property

· In general check the County Recorders office for deeds (sale price), mortgages and liens and the County Auditor’s office for current property ownership, taxable value and property description.  For Ohio:
· Butler County Clerk Statewide Property Search – Links to recorder's office for each county in Ohio. 

· Statewide Real Estate Tax Search – From Butler County Clerk's office, links to county auditors' offices.
Nationally:  Portico for county recorders, Property Assessment Databases for auditors.

· Specific to Cuyahoga County:
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Foreclosure Sales – Cuyahoga county.
· Neo Cando – Property, tax and transfer information for properties in Northeast Ohio. 
· Cuyahoga Enterprise Geographic Information System (CEGIS)
provides detailed information on houses and businesses in the county. Just type in an address or owner's name. The system combines information from the Cuyahoga County Auditor's Office and Recorder's Office. It will show the property owner, liens, how much was paid for the house, whether taxes have been paid and a detailed deed transfer history. There is a map which shows information about the property's neighborhood - census information, nearby sex offenders, nearby foreclosures and more.  The site is free, with registration. The database is still in its testing phase.

UCC Filings
· UCC filings – Ohio Secretary of State
· National Association of Secretaries of State – Links to Secretary of State offices in all fifty states. 

· Searchsystems.net for UCC filings.

· UCC Article 9 filings may be with county recorder.
Airplanes

· Airplanes - Landings, Portico
F.  Criminal Records 
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So-called "national" databases inaccessible to non-governmental users.  See “National Criminal Background Checks: Myths, Realities 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.virtualchase.com/articles/criminal_checks_national.html" \t "_parent" & Resources” by Jackie Walters.

· Pay databases– LexisNexis, Westlaw, Openonline and Accurint enable searching over many jurisdictions at once.  They may not pick up misdemeanors or all arrests.  Examine the scope of database before paying to search it.
· Visiting the Sheriff’s Office in Person:   Cuyahoga County felony arrest records can be obtained at the County Sheriff’s office.  Cost = $6.00.  Back to early 1970s.  Still have to check with municipal courts or police departments for misdemeanors.  To find other Ohio Sheriff’s departments:  www.buckeyesheriffs.org.
· Do docket search of individual courts.
· Free Internet Databases
· [image: image13.png]


Criminalsearches.com:   Searches across numerous states and counties.  Currently does not include all courts/counties.  
· Federal Bureau of Prisons  (Incarcerated 1982 to present. Minimal info.)

· Ohio Dept of Corrections  Offenders sentenced to serve time in a STATE facility. 

· Corrections.com – Links to other states’ databases.
· Policereports.us  - http://www.policereports.us/ - although few Ohio cities provide their police reports via this database.

· Federal denied persons list - http://www.bis.doc.gov/dpl/
· Sex offender databases:

· National Sex Offender Public Registry:  Search for names of sex offenders in multiple state databases at once. 

· FBI's State Sex Offender Registries:  Links to state sex offender databases.
Other ideas:
· Phoenix Research charges $6-7 per county for an on-site criminal records check.

· Ohio Attorney General’s Office WebCheck:  For fee, need fingerprints and driver’s license.  Arrests for felonies and escalating misdemeanors.  Escalating misdemeanor means any offense classified as a misdemeanor on the first offense and a felony on subsequent offenses.
· The concealed carry list may be a way to clear people, as one must have no misdemeanors of violence.   - http://sheriff.cuyahogacounty.us/ccw.asp - but must inspect in person and can not copy. R.C. 2923.129(B)(2)(a).  Also, you need to be a journalist to access! 
· Online dockets – only if defendant indicted.  Check Pacer (federal) and state court dockets.  KnowX can search multiple dockets at once in 49 states for only 2.95.  It costs more to retrieve a docket record - $7.95 for one, $19.95 for multiple records.  But you can always do the search, and then go to the court’s website and look at the docket for free. 

· Newspapers - Voyager provides links to free newspapers on the web.  Lexis and Westlaw have news databases, and news databases are usually available via your local public library.  
G.  Vital Records – Marriage, Divorce, Birth, Death
1.  Birth & Death Records


Vital Records are typically maintained by the state health department, but older records may be kept by a historical society.  In Ohio:

· Ohio Historical Society, Death Certificate Index – 1913-1944:  Search the index and order certificates by mail
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· Ohio Historical Society has some birth records for certain probate courts for 1867-1908, but they are not online.  See the Historical Society’s page: About Birth Records in Ohio
· Ohio Department of Health – Has birth & death certificates the Ohio Historical Society does not have.  Order online or find out the location of local offices where you can obtain copies.  For example, Cleveland City Hall is one such local office.  
For information on where to obtain vital records for the fifty states, visit the National Center for Health Statistics .
More sources:
· Cleveland Necrology File– contains cemetery records and death notices from about 1850- 1975.

· Cleveland News Index – obituaries 1976-present
· Americas Obituaries and Death Notices (Newsbank) –check your public library for availability
· Social Security Death Index
· Online Searchable Death Indexes – links to death records, death certificate indexes, death notices & registers, obituaries, probate indexes, and cemetery & burial records for the fifty states.
2.  Marriage and Divorce Records

· Abstracts can be ordered from Ohio Dept of Health.  The Ohio Dept of Health [image: image15.png]


requests that you provide the name of the bride/groom, years in which to search, and the city where the marriage/divorce took place.  You at least have to know the county where the marriage/divorce took place, which is often where commercial databases come in handy.  
· Newspaper databases may also come in handy when you do not know the city or county where the marriage/divorce took place.   
· Actual copies of marriage licenses must be obtained from the probate court of the county in which the marriage took place.  See, for example,  Cuyahoga County Probate Court Marriage License 

 HYPERLINK "http://probate.cuyahogacounty.us/ml/" \t "_parent" Index 

· Actual copies of divorce decrees must be obtained from the domestic relations court.  If the court has an online docket, it may help confirm that a divorce took place in that county.  For example, see Cuyahoga County Domestic Relations Court Docket
· Lexis has marriage and divorce records for 15 states, including Ohio
H.  Litigation/Bankruptcy
1.  Litigation


Law librarians typically know how to search online dockets for individual courts, search PACER for federal court documents and dockets, and how to search for dockets on Lexis, Westlaw, Courtlink and/or Westlaw Court Express.  You may not be aware of  KnowX.com Civil Lawsuit Finder.  For only $2.95, it will search multiple county courts in 49 states at once.   It contains some jurisdictions not available on Lexis filings database.  Retrieving a single record costs $7.95 and multiple records cost $19.95.  However, you can get the case names and look for them elsewhere.
2.  Bankruptcies[image: image16.png]<




1.  PACER

The best and most comprehensive way to find out if an individual or company has filed for bankruptcy is to search the Federal Courts’ Pacer - http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/uspci.html database.  You will be charged eight cents a page for search results. Most, but not all bankruptcy courts are on Pacer. It may help to limit your search to the state the person resides or state the business is incorporated.   Databases available via your public library, such as Disclosure Corporate Snapshots or Mergent Online can help determine the state of incorporation. The company's webpage may also indicate the state of incorporation. 



Some free databases that contain bankruptcy information include:  
· Bankruptcydata.com: http://www.bankruptcydata.com/findabrtop.asp - is a search engine for major Chapter 11 bankruptcies since 1986. 

· Trumbull Group: http://www.trumbullgroup.com/ - contains creditor information and documents for Trumbull Group's clients' bankruptcies. Trumbull Group is a claims agent. 

· BSI, Inc.: http://schedule.bsillc.com/ - contains creditor information and documents for BSI clients' bankruptcies. BSI is a claims agent. 

· Daily Legal News: http://fms1.dln.com:591/br/searchform.html - searches for northern Ohio bankruptcies since March, 1998.  
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I.  Social Security Numbers - 
1.  Finding Social Security Numbers

An attorney may need a Social Security number for a legitimate purpose.  For example, courts or agencies may require it on documents.  Social Security numbers are useful in finding other information.  If you can search by Social Security number, it eliminates the problem of fishing through information concerning people with the same name.   With the rampant problem of identity theft, however, many databases have removed Social Security information, or offer only partial Social Security numbers. 


Lexis, Westlaw, Open Online, Accurint and KnowX  removed social security numbers from many databases.  Lexis Smartlinx, Accurint and KnowX provide a partial social security number, masking the last four digits.  Lexis and Open Online allow authorized users to get a certain type of account where social security numbers are available.  These accounts require a rigorous screening process.  

Some people find social security numbers by using two databases, one which gives the first digits (Lexis), and one which gives the last digits (possibly Pacer).  
You may find Social Security numbers in divorce or other court documents, or UCC filings.  They may also appear on professional licensing records.  However, authorities such as Ohio Secretary of State and the Hamilton County Common Pleas Court have recently removed documents containing Social Security numbers from the Web.    

2.  Verifying Social Security Numbers


There are several free Social Security number verifiers on the web, including:

· Carnegie Mellon Social Security Number Watch: http://privacy.cs.cmu.edu/dataprivacy/projects/ssnwatch/  tells whether a Social Security Number is valid, the state and the date of issue.  A similar web site is the Social Security Number Validator - http://ssnvalidator.com/, which will also tell you whether there is a related death record.  

· Social Security Number Verification:  is run by the Social Security Administration and requires registration.  “While the service is available to all employers and third-party submitters, it can only be used to verify current or former employees and only for wage reporting (Form W-2) purposes.”

3.  Social Security Numbers of the Deceased

The Social Security Death Index provides Social Security numbers for people who died since 1963, if the death was reported to the Social Security Administration.  The database also provides the person’s date of birth and last residence.  

J.  Campaign Donations
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FECInfo:  Donor look-up for federal campaign contributors.

· Opensecrets.org:  Donor name lookup for federal elections.

· Ohio Secretary of State
· Follow the Money.org:  State political campaign donations.

L.  Other Background Information about People

· Spock - http://www.spock.com - is a free service which finds news articles about people.  It searches networking sites and the Web.  Spock also shows the person's relationships to other people.  When I looked myself up, I found an excerpt from aallnet.org which contained a short biography.  Upon searching someone’s name, click on “sponsored ads” links.  These will take you to such services as U.S. Search, Intelius or Peoplefinders.com, which may give you limited free information, such as cities the person lived in and possible relatives.   

· Zoominfo - http://www.zoominfo.com – gathers information about people in their professional capacities and about companies.  The site is free.  You can find a person’s articles, presentations and job history.  Unless a person actually edits their profile, a profile generated automatically by Zoom may be incorrect or out of date.  For example, Zoom lists me as being on the Board of Directors of the Cleveland Law Library.  If I am, I have missed an awful lot of meetings.  
· Pipl.com - http://pipl.com :  Searches the deep web and returns phone, address, date of birth, court records and more.  I know I have listed this one twice in these materials, but it is just that good.

· Newspapers and General Internet Searches.  Voyager provides links to free newspapers on the web.  Lexis and Westlaw have news databases, and news databases are usually available via your local public library.   
VI.  Investigating Dead People

Most of the time an investigation of a dead person is to find out their heirs.  Obituary databases are great for this purpose: 

· Cleveland Necrology File – contains cemetery records and death notices from about 1850- 1975.

· Cleveland News Index – obituaries 1976-present
· Americas Obituaries and Death Notices (Newsbank) –check your public library for availability

· Online Searchable Death Indexes – will lead you to obituaries, death records, probate indexes and cemetery records in the fifty states.   
Also see the section on finding relatives, above.

Social Security Death Index  will tell you the social security number and last address of a deceased person
Often, a law firm is trying to locate the deceased’s assets.  The section on assets above may help.  

Thanks to Julie Maekask, librarian at Eastman & Smith for her suggestions.

VII.  Investigating Companies
Company Websites:
The website will often have an investor link that will lead you to annual reports, stock [image: image19.wmf]charts, SEC filings and biographies of directors and executives.   

Securities Exchange Commission:
· The SEC’s Edgar database has much info on public companies.  All companies with at least 500 stockholders and or $500 in assets (or big private placement debts) must file financial disclosure documents with the SEC.  Most filings since 1996 are on Edgar.  

· What type of information is available via SEC filings?  Annual reports, financial statements, liquidity, assets, pending litigation, credit agreements, executive bios, executive compensation.  

· A 10-K is an annual report, while an 8-K is a current report with material events.  For a complete description of forms, see http://www.sec.gov/info/edgar/forms/edgform.htm
· A New SEC Database is Coming:  The Securities Exchange Commission announced that a new database called IDEA will be online by the end of the year. Instead of just containing forms filed with the SEC, the new database will have tagged fields of information, enabling the public to search for the precise information they want and generate reports. Idea stands for Interactive Data Electronic Applications. The Edgar database will still be available during a transition period. See the SEC's Press Release.

· There are databases that provide the same information as Edgar, but it is easier to print or search.  SECInfo.com is a free one.  Westlaw, Lexis and Mergent are pay databases that make searching SEC filings easier.
Public Companies

There are lots of free databases on the web, besides Edgar.  See 

Cleveland Law Library Guide to Business Information .  Also see the Pay Databases discussed below.
Private Companies
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Finding information on private companies is much more difficult.   Dun & Bradstreet and other for-fee databases may be helpful.  Check you local public library databases.   Also try the state Secretary of State’s webpage.  

Best free sites:  
Hoover's Online
Forbes – America’s Largest Private Companies
ThomasNet
For more see:  Cleveland Law Library Guide to Business Information .  
Pay Databases:  
-the premier pay service is Dun & Bradstreet.  It is on Westlaw and Lexis, or you can order off the Dun & Bradstreet website.  D&B has information on private companies that is hard to find elsewhere.   

-Alacra is another subscription database.  Alacra searches D&B, Thomson Financial, Factiva, Reuters and many others.  See their list of content partners.   Alacra lets you search these databases independently, or search across them for information.  Personally, I have never used this database.  It has a free AlacraSearch which searches webpages in various industries, one of them being law firms.

-Of course, Lexis and Westlaw contain much information on companies.  

Secretary of State 

Access corporate charters, articles of incorporation, UCC financing statements and termination statements, except article 9.  To access the Secretary of State’s office for each state, go to The National Association of Secretaries of State Contact Roster.  
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