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Hon. Bernice Ruykendall 
Mayor of Cordova 
115 Jasper Street 
Cordova, Alabama 35550 

Access to Public Records -
Municipal Court Records 

Under access of public records 
citizen has right to access to 
municipal court records with 
regard to name of defendant, 
the charge and the fine. 
Court, however may enforce 
reasonable rules and 
restrictions on that access. 

Dear Mayor Ruykendall: 

The Attorney General received your request for an 
opinion concerning the legality of a city's allowing a citizen 
access to municipal court recordg or furnishing copies of the 
records. Specifically, you requested, at the behest of the 
City commissioners of Cordova's unanimous vote, an answer to 
the following questions: 
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"A candidate for the office of 
Commissioner of Public Safety and Public 
Health has requested a copy of each case 
in municipal court made during the past 
eighteen months, showing the name of 
defendant, the charge, and the amount of 
fine: 

(1) Can the city legally furnish this 
information to a candidate for public 
office using city personnel and city 
office supplies? 

(2) Further, is it an invasion of 
privacy where an individual's case was 
dismissed by the municipal judge?" 

The state law dealing with the public's right to access 
to public records is found at Ala. Code S36-12-40 (1975): 

"Every citizen has a right to inspect 
and take a copy of any public writing of 
this state, except as otherwise 
expressly provided by statute." 

Furthermore, the Code in S36-12-41 provides that: 

"Every public officer having the custody 
of a public writing which a citizen has 
a right to inspect is bound to give him, 
on demand, a certified copy of it on 
payment of the legal fees therefor...." 

Section 41-13-1 defines "public records" to "include all 
written, typed or printed books, papers, letters, documents and 
maps made or received in pursuance of law by the public 
officers of the state, counties and municipalities and other 
subdivisions of government in the transaction of public 
business and shall also include any record to be authorized to 
be made by any law of this state...." 
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Thus, the records of the municipal court would be 
records that are public records to which the public has a right 
of access. This right, however, is not without limitation. In 
Stone v. Consolidated Pub. Co.,  404 So. 2d 678, 681 (Ala. Crim. 
App. 1981), the Supreme Court of Alabama observed that "Courts 
must balance the interest of the citizens in knowing what their 
public officers are doing in the discharge of public duties 
against the interest of the general public in having the 
business of government carried on efficiently and without undue 
interference." The Supreme Court, in Stone, noted limitations 
on what information was subject to the public's access. There 
the Court said that "recorded information received by a public 
officer in confidence, sensitive personnel records, pending 
criminal investigations, and records the disclosure of which 
would be detrimental to the best interests of the public are 
some of the areas which may not be subject to public 
disclosure." 

In view of the above, the answer to your question is 
that a citizen (being a candidate neither enhances nor 
diminishes his status as a citizen giving him the right to 
access to public records) would have the right to have access 
to public records kept by the municipal courts unless the 
information sought was of the nature of those areas the Supreme 
Court in Stone  stated may not be subject to public disclosure. 
The information sought by the citizen in this particular 
instance, namely the name of the defendant, the charge and the 
amount of fine in a case, would not appear to fall in one of 
those areas designated as not being subject to public 
disclosure. The nature of the ,information sought in this case 
is not sensitive or confidential and would not impede the 
court's administration of justice nor would it unduly invade a 
person's privacy. In fact, this type of information is 
incidental to and consistent with a citizen's right to a public 
trial as well as the general right of the freedom of the 
press. It is the opinion of this office that the information 
requested here is within the province of public records to 
which a citizen has a right of access. _ 
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The question of whether the city must compile the list 
of public information sought by a citizen and must bear the 
costs of providing that information is a different matter. 
Members of the public do not have unbridled access to those 
records and the proper custodian of those records has the 
authority to set reasonable limitations upon the public's 
access to those records so that the functions of the municipal 
court will not be impaired and so that the expense to that 
office will be minimized in providing the public access to the 
information. [See, Opinion of the Attorney General to Mr. Bill 
Thrash, Tax Assessor, dated April 10, 1981 (An opinion dealing 
with public access to tax records)]. You need not allow access 
to the records which unduly interferes or hinders the discharge 
of the duties of the court and its staff. Id. citing, Holcombe  
v. State, ex rel. chandler,  240 Ala. 590, 200 So. 739 (1941). 

In summary, the public has a right to inspect the court 
records for the information of the defendant's name, the charge 
and the amount of fine, but the municipal court may enforce 
reasonable rules and restrictions on that access, including 
requiring the citizen to compile the information himself and/or 
the charge of a reasonable fee for providing copies of the 
records or information. 

I hope I have satisfactorily answered your inquiry with 
regard to this matter. 

Sincerely, 

DON SIEGELMAN 
ATTORNEY GENERAL 
BY- 

ath Seceal Poe  
BETH SLATE POE 
ASSISTANT ATTORNEY GENERAL 
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