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In 2025, a multidisciplinary team of journalists, data scientists, lawyers, and 

civil liberties advocates created and published the Police Records Access 

Project (“PRAP”).1 PRAP contains about 1.5 million pages of newly available 

officer records that journalists obtained from nearly 500 law enforcement 

agencies. With an AI-assisted, searchable user-interface built by PRAP,2 the 

database enables public access to the information about police misconduct 

that promotes transparency, legal reform, and accountability.3  

In 2023, the California State Legislature provided a three-year, $6.87 million 

one-time General Fund allocation to University of California to support the 

launch of the public database that became PRAP.4 This initial funding will run 

out in June 2026. Additional funding is necessary to ensure uninterrupted 

access of the database to the public, continued back-end improvements to 

the interface to increase the power of search functions, and to promote 

educational outreach to community members, journalists, researchers, as 

well as victims and their families. 

Historic Secrecy of Police Records 

For decades, California operated as “one of the most secretive states” 

regarding peace officer personnel records.5 For instance, Penal Code section 

832.7 enacted in 1978, requires confidentiality by default and prohibits 

public disclosure of peace officer conduct records absent legal discovery or 
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formal proceedings.6 This state-mandated secrecy made it nearly impossible 

for victims and communities impacted by police misconduct to learn 

essential details about incidents and any internal investigation of officer 

misconduct.7 It also enabled a system of “clean-record agreements” that 

allowed peace officers to quietly secure law enforcement jobs elsewhere 

after misconduct.8 

In 1976, the state legislature passed the Public Safety Officers Procedural 

Bill of Rights Act (the “Police Officer Bill of Rights” or “POBR”).9 While the 

POBR codifies due process protections for peace officers in disciplinary 

processes, some provisions impose a rigid set of constraints on misconduct 

investigations generally not afforded to other public employees.10 

In addition to the POBR, a series of judicial decisions and statutes put in 

place significant protections for peace officer personnel records.11 In 1974, 

California Supreme Court ruled in Pitchess v. Superior Court that criminal 

defendants have a right to request internal investigation records of arresting 

officers.12 In response, in 1978 the Legislature enacted Penal Code section 

832.7, which restricted disclosure of officers’ personnel records to discovery 

authorized in legal proceedings under the Evidence Code.13 These laws 

effectively curtailed public access to officer records until the recent reforms. 

Improved Transparency: S.B. 1421 and S.B. 16 

The landmark 2018 legislation, S.B. 1421 allows public access pursuant to 

the California Public Records Act to records related to four categories of 

police officer conduct: (1) police shootings, (2) incidents of use of force that 

resulted in death or serious injury, (3) sustained findings of sexual assault, 

and (4) sustained findings of dishonesty in the reporting, investigation, or 

prosecution of a crime or misconduct.14 It does so by amending Sections 

832.7 and 832.8 of the Penal Code to carve out these exceptions to the 

confidentiality of personnel records.15  
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S.B. 1421 came on the heels of massive public outrage in response to the 

fatal police killing of Stephon Clark in Sacramento in 2018.16 Black Lives 

Matter and other social movements pushing for changes in the criminal legal 

system also helped move S.B. 1421 forward.17 

The 2020 protests following the killing of George Floyd spurred public 

demand for greater police transparency and laws broadening public access 

to police personnel records.18 Renewed attention to several ambiguities and 

loopholes in S.B. 1421 that allowed law enforcement agencies to deny or 

delay open-records requests resulted in the passage of S.B. 16 in 2021.19 

This law closed several loopholes20 and expanded the categories of 

disclosable misconduct records.21  

What is the PRAP Database? 

Although S.B. 1421 and S.B. 16 created the eligibility for public disclosure of 

personnel records via requests under the PRA,22 access to records still 

requires the filing of a specific request to an individual agency.23 The process 

of filing PRA requests agency by agency without a “federated database” 

formed barriers that continued to hinder the legislative aim of 

transparency.24 For instance, records remain accessible only at the individual 

agency level with different record-keeping practices, where agencies may 

receive repeated records requests and respond slowly.25  

PRAP was therefore created and published in August 2025, as a repository 

with a searchable user-interface that not only provides direct and 

comprehensive access to personnel records but also enables the public to 

identify policy trends and patterns from the nearly 12,000 cases it 

contains.26  

As provided by S.B. 1421 and S.B. 16, the disclosable personnel records in 

the PRAP database include those pertaining to (i) officer-involved shootings; 
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(ii) uses of force resulting in great bodily injury or death; and (iii) sustained 

findings (verified in internal investigations) in the following categories: 

(a) an officer used unreasonable or excessive force,  

(b) an officer failed to intervene against another officer using force that 

is clearly unreasonable or excessive,  

(c) an officer committed sexual assault27 or acts of dishonesty, 

(d) an officer engaged in conduct involving prejudice or discrimination 

against a person, and  

(e) an officer made an unlawful arrest or search.28 

PRAP offers the public a powerful platform to find and understand police 

officer records. The database uses large language models to organize, 

extract information from, and classify the roughly 1.5 million pages of 

records, which was then compared with a hand-crafted data set.29  

How Can PRAP Be Used? 

PRAP is a powerful public database that has supported investigations, 

improved the quality of judicial proceedings, and serves as model for other 

states. PRAP database has provided accurate information to support a flood 

of high-profile media investigations.30 PRAP also fulfills the legislature’s goal 

of promoting transparency by enabling the public to search for particular 

types of misconduct or use of force; enabling policy-makers, advocates, and 

researchers to identify policing trends, and improving the ability of police 

departments to research potential job candidates.31  

In addition, PRAP also has meaningful applications in criminal proceedings. 

Defense lawyers and prosecutors can use the database to identify records 

that are relevant to the assess the credibility of witnesses based on prior 

conduct.32 Disclosed records may also be used in civil litigation.33 Further, 

the PRAP reduces obstacles and costs to the government, such as when an 



 5 

agency responds to repeated requests or when policymakers seek 

information.34 

Importantly, PRAP puts an invaluable accountability tool in the hands of 

victims and families, advocates, lawyers, and prosecutors who now have 

direct and comprehensive access to disclosed personnel records. Individuals 

can use the PRAP records as evidence to evaluate their claims when 

considering investigating an officer and support their complaints. There are 

several mechanisms that investigate allegations of police misconduct, 

including local governmental agencies, such as the Oakland Police 

Department Internal Affairs Division,35 and civilian-run, community-centered 

police oversight agencies, such as the Community Police Review Agency.36  

Further, individuals may submit a complaint through the Peace Officer 

Standards and Training Commission (“POST”), a state-wide commission 

which accepts complaints from the public about peace officers and makes 

“decertification” determinations of officers.37 Those decertified are ineligible 

for employment as a peace officer in California. However, POST may only 

investigate allegations of “serious misconduct”38 defined under Senate Bill 2 

that could lead to decertification.39 POST does not have the authority to 

conduct criminal or administrative investigations that may lead to agency 

discipline.40 

There are, however, some limitations regarding the database. First, S.B. 

1421 and S.B. 16 require there to be a “sustained finding” of certain conduct 

in order for some categories of records to be disclosable.41 For example, 

allegations of police misconduct without a sustained finding are not required 

to be disclosed and may not be contained in the database, unless the officer 

left the agency before the investigation was completed.42 There are other 

practical implications. For instance, information may be incomplete due to 

the time required to update the database as well as the fact that agencies 
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may delay the release of records during active criminal investigations and 

certain other circumstances.43 Nevertheless, legal actions can be taken 

against agencies that thwart disclosures.44  

Partners of the California Law Enforcement Accountability Network 

ACLU of Southern California 

ACLU of Northern California 

Bay Area News Group / Southern California News Group 

Berkeley Institute for Data Science 

Big Local News at Stanford University 

CapRadio 

EPIC Data Lab 

Human Rights Data Analysis Group 

Innocence Project 

The Investigative Reporting Program at the UC Berkeley School of 

Journalism 

LAist 

KQED 

Los Angeles Times 

National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers 

UC Berkeley School of Law 

UC Irvine School of Law  

This memorandum was written by Sida Lai ’26 under the supervision 

of Professors Laurel Fletcher, GRIL Director, and Valentina Rozo 

Angel, GRIL Clinical Supervisor 
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