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● ~200 courts: district, bankruptcy, appellate, special

● Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts

● Judicial Conference of the U.S.

● Federal Judicial Center (FJC)

● 81 Federal Public Defender Organizations

● U.S. Sentencing Commission

● Supreme Court Police

What is the Federal Judicial Branch?



https://www.uscourts.gov/about-federal-courts/federal-courts-public/court-website-links

https://www.uscourts.gov/about-federal-courts/federal-courts-public/court-website-links


● This is where 98% of cases are filed

● 50M cases/year vs. < 400k in federal

● Thousands of state courthouses (mayoral, city, county, state 
appellate, supreme, etc.)

● Data access varies, can be expensive, difficult, non-existent

What about State Courts?



This is like looking through the table 
of contents for a book.

Documents vs. Dockets: 
Know What You Are Looking At

Dockets Documents
This is where you actually 

read the book.

● Easier to access
● Basics of a case
● Give you a roadmap

● Not every document 
is equally relevant: 
learn which ones 
matter



https://shorturl.at/pqyFT

https://shorturl.at/pqyFT


What does it take to get 
information on a case in 

your state?



How to Gather 
Data
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What is PACER?
● The Public Access to Court Electronic Records (PACER) service provides electronic public access 

to every federal court record.
● About 1.5B records — the largest paywall on the planet.
● Access to case information costs $0.10 per page, capped at $3.00 for most documents.
● Criticisms: out of date, hard to use, expensive, anti-democratic, illegal.

● RECAP is a response that crowdsources documents and makes them freely available.
● Metadata about 350M documents, but only 10M docs.
● Full text searchable.
● Free



Finding a case on PACER
● DOJ announces before PACER has it or it’s sealed
● 98 search engines:

○ Central search only updated once daily
○ District search is very bad
○ No full text

● Eventually has everything

Vs. on RECAP
● Very powerful search engine

○ Updated in real time
○ Full text
○ Case name search
○ Date ranges

● Built into RECAP extension
● Only has what is crowdsourced or scrapable



Alerts 
● PACER users can keep track of newly docketed events by subscribing to a court’s RSS 

feed, which is free and includes automatic notification of case activity, summarized text, 
and links to the document and docket report. 

● Sign up for email alerts through some courts in pacer as a “Special Mailing Group”
● RECAP alerts for PACER

How to get PACER Data for Free 
● Fee waivers

How can you get data out of PACER?



RSS FeedsFind the RSS feed and other 
contact information

pacer.uscourts.gov/file-case/court-cmecf-lookup

https://pacer.uscourts.gov/file-case/court-cmecf-lookup


PACER Email Alerts
Sign up as a Special Mailing Group (SMG)

● Receive notices the same time as attorneys 
● Charged to view/download filings but not for the alerts
● Requires registration (about a 24 hour delay)
● Have to register each court separately
● All appellate courts and *most* district courts



PACER Email Alerts
Sign up as a Special Mailing Group (SMG)



Using Statistics 
● TRAC: https://trac.syr.edu/
● FJC Integrated Database: https://www.fjc.gov/research/idb
● State level

○ Example report from Alabama

https://trac.syr.edu/
https://www.fjc.gov/research/idb
https://www.alacourt.gov/Annual%20Reports/2022AOCAnnualReport.pdf


What is CourtListener, and how is it helpful?

● CourtListener is a free legal research website containing millions of legal 
opinions from federal and state courts. 

● Fully searchable using real expressions, natural language, and emojis.
● 9M opinions from over a thousand jurisdictions
● Nearly complete SCOTUS record
● More opinions scraped from court websites daily (about 300/day)
● Search and docket alerts for journalists, lawyers, and the public
● API, bulk data, searchable interface

www.courtlistener.com

http://www.courtlistener.com


● Browser extensions for Chrome, Safari, Edge, and Firefox that 
save you money while you use PACER.

● Everything you purchase gets added to our public archive and 
gets a permalink.

● Everything anybody else purchased you get for free.
● Use RECAP to save money and contribute to a public archive.
● Over 20k users

RECAP The Law — “Turning PACER Around” since 2009

👉 https://free.law/recap/ 👈

https://free.law/recap/


● Biggest open collection of federal filings online — 60M cases and 350M items
● Sourced from:

○ Crawling free opinions from PACER
○ RECAP Extension and @recap.email
○ PACER RSS feeds
○ Bulk data gathering services
○ Big Cases Twitter bot & handful of topical case bots

● Full text searchable including scanned docs

CourtListener.com - RECAP Archive



● Excellent for investigative research:
○ Full text search makes background checks more 

complete
○ Biggest open and searchable collection of federal court 

filings
● Innumerable historical documents from federal cases:

○ U.S. v. Manafort, U.S. v. Gates, U.S. v. Michael Cohen
○ The “Citizenship on the Census” case
○ “DNC v. Russian Trolls” case
○ Trump Emoluments

● Alerts for dockets to know when new filings are available
● Services available for bulk research without having interns 

click thousands of PACER documents

CourtListener.com - RECAP Archive



RECAP Demo

Recorded Demo: https://youtu.be/NdfuLlcL1CU

https://youtu.be/NdfuLlcL1CU


APIs & Webhooks
● An API is like a digital mediator that enables different software applications to 

talk to each other and exchange information. It defines the methods, 
parameters, and data formats you can use to access certain features or retrieve 
data from an application or service.

● A webhook can be thought of as a type of API that is driven by events rather 
than requests. Instead of one application making a request to another to receive 
a response, a webhook is a service that allows one program to send data to 
another as soon as a particular event takes place. 

Links to some helpful APIs & Webhooks

● CourtListener REST API: https://www.courtlistener.com/help/api/rest/
● CourtListener Webhooks: https://www.courtlistener.com/help/api/webhooks/

https://www.courtlistener.com/help/api/rest/
https://www.courtlistener.com/help/api/webhooks/


Other Tools from Free Law Project:

DoctorEyecite
An open source tool for 

extracting legal citations from 
text.

Juriscraper
A microservice for converting and 
extracting documents and audio 

files.

A data gathering library written 
in Python that collects legal 

opinions, PACER content, and 
oral arguments from the 
American court system.

https://free.law/projects/eyecite https://free.law/projects/doctor https://free.law/projects/juriscraper

https://free.law/projects/eyecite
https://free.law/projects/doctor
https://free.law/projects/juriscraper


What tools do you 
like to use?



Big Data
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Paper Files
FLP began requesting the 
files in bulk starting in 2017.  

Court Websites
Scraping of online sources 
provided some disclosures from 
2003 to 2010.

Machine Learning
874 disclosure records added 
going back to 1987 from 
Congressional archives

● 1978 Ethics in 
Government Act

● 2017 Removal of the per 
disclosure fee

Judicial Financial 
Disclosures Dataset

https://www.courtlistener.com/financial-disclosures/

What Started it



How the Data 
Arrived:



Enhancing the Data:

● Free Law Project developed a parsing system for the disclosures. 

○ Takes the disclosure, whether it’s a single-page TIFF, multi-page TIFF or PDF, scanned document 

or text, and converts it into machine-readable JSON data. 

● A machine learning model to identify pages in the Senate hearing records that looked like financial 

disclosure documents. 

○ Extracted 843 Financial Disclosure from over 250k pages of documents.

● Disclosures were converted into good PDF files and ingested the data into the database

● All data available via CourtListener APIs and website

● Connection of Financial Disclosures dataset with FLP’s Judges database

https://github.com/freelawproject/disclosure-extractor
https://github.com/freelawproject/nomination-extractor/
https://www.courtlistener.com/help/api/




Investments
Say more…

What’s in the Dataset?

Coverage Page: www.courtlistener.com/help/coverage/financial-disclosures/

32,336 disclosures documenting:

● 1,901,720 investments
● 37,050 positions held outside of the judiciary
● 10,007 legal agreements
● 15,302 sources of non-investment income
● 20,175 sources of spousal income
● 33,472 reimbursements
● 2,028 gifts to judges and judicial employees
● 18,775 debts

http://www.courtlistener.com/help/coverage/financial-disclosures/


Millions of dollars in art investments 

Inside the Data: Art Collections

George Condo, Blue Expanding Figures, 2006

Georg Baselitz, Der Berg, 1991

George Condo, Conversations, 2011

Owned by Judge Helene N. White, U. S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit



Travel Reimbursements of just 592 of the 33,472 
reimbursements globe.

Inside the Data: World Travelers

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1hQXWyuIlOMU0oKcBMoz5gRItzTvGZlK2/preview


Money of the 1% of the 1%

9,653 investments greater than $1,000,001 

● 8,588 investments between $1,000,001 and $5,000,000
● 613 investments between $5,000,001 and $25,000,000
● 64 investments between $25,000,001 and $50,000,000
● 118 investments above $50,000,001

*This does not account for duplicate investments over multiple years



Redactions (Ridiculous and others) 

https://storage.courtlistener.com/us/federal/judicial/financial-disclosures/8587/matthew-joseph-kacsmaryk-disclosure.2016.pdf

https://storage.courtlistener.com/us/federal/judicial/financial-disclosures/8587/matthew-joseph-kacsmaryk-disclosure.2021_1.pdf 

●

https://storage.courtlistener.com/us/federal/judicial/financial-disclosures/8587/matthew-joseph-kacsmaryk-disclosure.2016.pdf
https://storage.courtlistener.com/us/federal/judicial/financial-disclosures/8587/matthew-joseph-kacsmaryk-disclosure.2021_1.pdf


● Self-reported
○ Misspellings
○ Old companies
○ Different names for same asset or 

company (The “Wells Fargo” 
problem)

○ OCR’d from PDFS 
● Investments are reported in ranges 

so you don’t have an exact dollar 
amount 
○ How much was really made on a 

sale or comparing total value of 
investments may be impossible

Flaws in the Data



● Values not reported at all for reimbursements

Flaws in the Data



● Redactions 
● Corrections

Flaws in the Data



Newer forms: pub.jefs.uscourts.gov/

Flaws in the Data



Coulter Jones
To discover recusal violations, 
The Wall Street Journal 
reviewed the financial holdings 
of roughly 700 federal district 
and appellate judges and 
compared them against tens of 
thousands of court cases.

www.wsj.com/articles/dozens-of-federal-judges-broke-the-law-on-conflicts-what-you-need-to-know-11632922140

http://www.wsj.com/articles/dozens-of-federal-judges-broke-the-law-on-conflicts-what-you-need-to-know-11632922140


Mollie Simon
ProPublica’s database: you can now 
search for organizations and people that 
have paid the justices, reimbursed them 
for travel, given them gifts and more.

https://projects.propublica.org/supreme-connections/

https://projects.propublica.org/supreme-connections/


Bulk Data from Free Law Project

Custom Data Gathering

Bulk Data Download
● Free monthly dataset
● Full data for case law, disclosures, 

judges, and more
● Massive CSVs

● Can do almost anything
● Win-win-win
● PACER fees get expensive

Replication
● Complete database accessible via SQL
● Incredible for building custom tools
● Updated in real time



What questions 
can you ask to 

contextualize a case?



Other Ways to 
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Hitting the Digital Wall

Consult Outside Resources
● Law review articles
● News coverage
● Press releases
● Public records

Look Offline
● Public terminals
● Archives

Talk to People 
● Clerks
● Attorneys
● Prosecutors
● Academics

Interrogate Your Search
● Name variations
● Court jurisdiction
● Available time period



FOIA: The Status Quo
● Secretive culture; difficult to get anything beyond court docs
● Common Law right of access

○ Frequently used for court records
○ Little (visible) use on administrative records

● Common Law’s two tenets:
○ Is it a public document?
○ Is the public’s need greater than the gov’t privacy?



What Could We Get - Top Ten (1/2)

1.
Disciplinary actions and 

complaints for judges and 
attorneys, whistleblower reports, 

disbarment proceedings, 
admission records

2.
Financial records and 

contracts

3.
Fines and fees levied

4.
AO court guidance 

letters

5.
Security audits, recovery 

plans, and incident 
reports



What Could We Get - Top Ten (2/2)

6.
SCOTUS public 

calendar

7.
Judicial Conference 

committee membership 
and minutes

8.
List of all judges past 

and present

9.
FJC Integrated DB but 
with judge information

10.
The next top ten list



Include/Exclude?

● Sealed documents?
● Court documents (e.g. trial exhibits)?
● Judicial papers?
● Clerk selection criteria?
● Retirement letters to the president?
● FISA courts?



Problems to Overcome

● How do you appeal rejected requests?
● How close to judicial proceedings and papers do you go?
● Will judges sour on FOIA oversight?
● Huge requests: “I want all filings, please.”



Bad Redactions: Sharpies



Bad Redactions: Side Channel

https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/10/ghislaine-maxwell-deposition-redactions
-epstein-how-to-crack.html

https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/10/ghislaine-maxwell-deposition-redactions-epstein-how-to-crack.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/10/ghislaine-maxwell-deposition-redactions-epstein-how-to-crack.html


Bad Redactions: Font Metrics

https://www.wired.com/story/redact-pdf-online-privacy/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2206.02285v2.pdf

https://www.wired.com/story/redact-pdf-online-privacy/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2206.02285v2.pdf


Bad Redactions: Rectangles

https://www.wired.com/story/redact-pdf-online-privacy/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2206.02285v2.pdf

https://www.wired.com/story/redact-pdf-online-privacy/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2206.02285v2.pdf


For Example:

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-46804127
https://www.courtlistener.com/docket/6183591/471/united-states-v-manafort/ 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-46804127
https://www.courtlistener.com/docket/6183591/471/united-states-v-manafort/


● Fast and effective tool to identify bad redactions in PDF files.
● Released as a well-maintained open source utility
● API coming soon!



What do you do when you 
hit walls in the courts?



What sorts of cases might 
involve Universities?



Example Stories
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www.propublica.org/series/the-title-pawn-trap

Mollie Simon
Story Examples & Discussion

http://www.propublica.org/series/the-title-pawn-trap


Coulter Jones
Story Examples & Discussion



Download the Tips Sheet with Links:

https://bit.ly/TipSheetNICARbecomingCL

https://bit.ly/TipSheetNICARbecomingCL


Questions?



Breakout into Smaller 
Groups/Hands on Help
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