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Best Practices for Public Notices

Public notices are vital to the functioning of our society.  A proper public notice has four elements.  A notice must be published by a neutral and independent party.  The notice must be accessible to all segments of society, allowing every citizen to be involved with government actions.  Each notice must be authenticated by an independent publisher to ensure that the notice was run properly and at the correct time.  Finally, the notice must be archived in a safe and accessible format in order to preserve the notice for future reference.  To achieve these goals, the government, the public and newspapers should strive to achieve these goals:
Independent

· Governments should continue to publish public notices in independent newspapers.  Newspapers provide a neutral forum to view public notices.  This helps assure citizens that what they are seeing is a truthful representation of the government’s actions.

· Citizens should act on the public notices they read.  Citizens should take the time to attend meetings and hearings on issues that affect them.

· Newspapers should explain to readers the importance of public notices and the newspaper’s role in publishing them on a regular basis.  By running advertisements and other content, newspapers should both stress the importance of public notices and illustrate how readers can use them to their advantage and to the advantage of their community.  Newspapers should never assume that readers know where to go for public notices; they should continue to remind readers that they are the best source of information.  

· Newspapers should police the right to know for readers by reminding governments, attorneys and others required to publish notices of the requirements in the law. Help them do their jobs.

· Newspapers should strive to be experts in public notices.  By mastering the process of publishing a notice, a newspaper can cement itself in the community as the place to go for public notices.

· Newspapers should remember that while public notices remain an important part of the business of the newspaper, first and foremost it is a community service.  Public notices should never be looked at as a mere source of advertising dollars.

Accessible

· Governments should make public notices more understandable.  Many public notices are written in arcane and confusing language.  Plain English should be used. 

· Governments should ensure that the public is involved in all decisions affecting their daily lives.  Notice should be published whenever a decision or debate will affect the populace.  By keeping the citizens informed, the government will better represent the needs of the people.

· Citizens should take the time to read their public notices.  By reading public notices, citizens can stay involved with the decisions of their community.  In addition, foreclosure notices, unclaimed property notices and tax sale notices can present important financial opportunities for citizens.

· Citizens should tell newspapers how to better serve their needs as public notice readers. 

· Citizens should tell governments how to better serve their needs as public notice readers.

· Newspapers should publish all government public notices on their websites if the newspaper operates one. If a newspaper offer RSS feeds for news, it should offer them for public notices. 

· Newspapers should make all government public notices posted on websites free of charge and not behind password protection. 

· Newspapers should advertise the website address of public notice sections in the printed version of their newspapers. On the website, provide information on how printed archives may be accessed. 

· Newspapers should highlight the public notice section of their websites.  Public notices should be set apart from other sections so that they are easily found and viewed.

· Newspapers should offer tools on websites to help make public notices easier to read. By developing web pages used to explain public notices and provide guides to help readers understand the notices, newspaper websites can supplement the simple act of publishing the notice.

· Newspapers should make public notices prominent in their newspapers.  By consistently putting public notices in a prominent position, newspapers can stress the importance of public notices, as well as making them easy to find for their readers.  Public notices should never be placed haphazardly along side other classified advertisements, where they could be overlooked. 

Authenticated

· Newspapers should attest through the prescribed process of affidavits or public reports that a public notice has been properly run according to law. 

· Newspapers should encourage reporters to use public notices as sources of news stories.  Some of the best investigative reporting has started with a journalist reading a notice that went unread by others.  Foreclosure and other types of notices that may look “typical” could be the start of an important local story.

· Newspapers should take the responsibility seriously, by filing affidavits on time, archiving notices where they can be found and fulfilling the obligations in the law.  Put the most talented staffers in charge of public notices.  While the intricate job of managing billing, affidavits, publishing schedules and clippings can be a thankless job, it may be the most important job in the newspaper.  By putting talented, professional people in charge of public notices, newspapers remind both staff and customers of how important public notices are. 
Archived

· Newspapers should make all of their government public notices searchable by date, location, keyword and type of notice if they provide search engines.  By offering searchable databases of public notices, citizens are better able to find important notices that matter to them.
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