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0 Court Web Site for Press Information 

in a High-Profi le Case

Coping With the Press Feeding Frenzy

When the arrest warrant was issued for the defendant in 
People v. Michael Jackson, the Superior Court of Santa Bar-
bara County was deluged with phone calls and visits from 
members of the media. To lessen the communication bur-
den it was facing, so that other cases could proceed more 
normally, the court established a Web site (www.sbscpressinfo.
org). Intended initially for news media (and later expanded 
to serve the public), the site gave people who were clamoring 
for information immediate access to court statements, docu-
ments, and calendars.

Members of the press registered to receive a user identi-
fi cation and password, which they used to log on to the site. 
Th ere they found

■ Information from the court about the case.
■ Filed documents in the case, which they could print out.
■ Protocol for the media on court hearing dates.
■ Forms to submit to gain access to the courtroom and to 

apply electronically for seating positions.
■ Information on camera and press pool positions.

Whenever the court posted new information to the site, a 
listserv e-mail message went to all registered media repre-
sentatives, giving equal access to each update: the same in-
formation released at the same time to all.

To evaluate the project’s eff ectiveness, the superior court 
established a separate accounting code to track labor and ex-
penses for the high-profi le case. Th e Web site was funded 
entirely by the court. Th e project was emulated subsequent-
ly by the Superior Court of San Mateo County in People v. 
Scott Peterson.

New Rule of Court
To establish the Web site, the court request-
ed a special interim rule of court allowing 
full access to critical public court docu-
ments on the Internet in conjunction with 
a high-profi le criminal case. The Judicial 
Council adopted this as rule 2073.5 of the 
California Rules of Court on February 27, 
2004, for one year.

Protecting 
Confi dentiality
The superior court adopted a comprehen-
sive step-by-step process to review all 
documents approved for posting on the site. 
Because the charges in People v. Michael 
Jackson alleged sexual misconduct and 
involved children, the court took extra pre-
cautions in areas of confi dentiality. A staff 
attorney, the trial judge, and the court clerk 
reviewed documents to determine whether 
confi dential or sensitive data needed to be 
redacted. The parties also could propose 
redactions of documents they were submit-
ting or submit proposed orders asking the 
judge to seal the documents. The Web proj-
ect raised the awareness of all court staff 
about confi dentiality and privacy rights.

http://www.sbcourts.org/index.asp 
http://www.sbcourts.org/index.asp 
http://www.sbscpressinfo.org 
http://www.sbscpressinfo.org 
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/rules/amendments/feb2004.pdf
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/rules/titlefive/title5-3-213.htm
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Superior Court of Santa Barbara County, Executive Offi ces, 

1100 Anacapa Street, Second Floor, Santa Barbara, CA 93101

                  Project contact: Gary M. Blair, Executive Offi cer, 805-568-3150, gblair@sbcourts.org

Impacts

■ Th e number of phone and in-person inquiries from news 
media and the public to the court staff  fell dramatically, 
from a fl ood to a trickle. Reporters clearly used the Web 
site as their fi rst source and found that it gave them all 
the information they were seeking about the case.

■ Th e Web site leveled the playing fi eld for media outlets, 
giving them all simultaneous access to information.

■ Users had very few Web site access problems. Th e site 
proved stable and accessible at all times, and the number 
of subscribers increased to more than 700. Th e count of pages viewed increased dramatically as the case 
progressed

■ Th e court is surveying subscribers about the eff ectiveness of the Web site. Preliminary feedback is 
very positive.

■ Th e listserv made it easy, effi  cient, and almost cost-free to disseminate information to hundreds of 
journalists.

■ Th e public was able to obtain all information in the case fi le via the Web site.
■ Th e Web site project will be the template for future high-profi le cases in Santa Barbara County.




