
COUNTY LAW LIBRARIES 
 
ABSTRACT 
There are more than 300 county, county-court libraries in the United States that play an 
important role in providing legal information to the legal community of the jurisdiction it resides 
in:  federal, a state, and local judiciary as well as local bar including lawyers from sole 
practitioners to the largest law firms in the country, government officials at all levels, and the 
general public. County law libraries are administered under the county government, county 
courts, bar associations, or independent agencies. Funding for the libraries come from a variety 
of sources as well: county government, part of a court’s budget, filing fees, circulation fees, and 
additional fees from services provided like document delivery, sale of publications, used books, 
etc. Libraries attempt to provide both print materials and online services that are moving more 
towards electronic libraries. Law libraries need to address new and changing developments both 
technical and public services. In my presentation I will discuss these various aspects of library 
administration, funding, and services provided and describe the private university/college-public 
law library partnership between Duquesne University and Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. 
 
The speaker, Professor Frank Y. Liu, Director, Duquesne University School of Law, Center for Legal 
Information (DCLI) and the Allegheny County Law Library (ACLL), Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, U.S.A. 
wishes to thank Dr. Joel Fishman, the Assistant Director for Lawyer Services, DCLI/ACLL, for preparing 
the material for the speech. 
 

I. County law library origins and some present systems 

 In the United States the early nineteenth century witnessed the growth of the private bar 

association law library–called social associations, bar associations, county bar associations– 

organized by the bar association who organized and funded such operations. The Law 

Association of Philadelphia created in 1802 was the first bar association library, followed shortly 

in 1804 by the Social Law Library in Boston, Massachusetts. In later decades, Cincinnati opened 

a subscription library in 1846 and St. Louis’ in 1838. Later in the century the Los Angeles 

County Law Library was originally created as a corporation in 1886, then transferred to the 

county in 1891 and by mid-1920s was collecting membership as well as filing fees.1 some of 

these libraries would continue to serve as bar libraries, but also be open to the public to access by 

1 Christine A. Brock, Law Libraries and Librarians: A Revisionist History; or More than you 
ever wanted to know. 67 Law Libr. J. 325, 330-31 (1974). 
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the twenty-first century. 

 In the second half of the nineteenth century, the public law library began with the passage 

of statutory laws in the various states. These libraries served the local legal community of the 

bench and bar. They were almost always located in the county seat and often in the courthouse. 

New York State began with the Allegany County Law Library in Belmont, New York in 1806, 

followed by Sullivan County in 1809. In Massachusetts, an 1815 act designated a system of free 

public law libraries operated by the counties. These libraries were supported by attorneys’ fees 

required for admission to the circuit court of common pleas.2 In Pennsylvania twenty-three 

county law libraries were created after the Civil War.3 

 By the middle of the twentieth century, thirty-nine states had statutory provisions for 

county law libraries.4 With more than 416 county law libraries, 153 (36%) contain less than 

10,000 volumes, while 161 (38%) contain between 10,000 and 19,999 volumes. Thus 75% of 

county law libraries would be considered small collections.5 States like California, Ohio, and 

Minnesota have state-wide organizations for their county law libraries. In California, where 

county law libraries were established by an 1891 act, county law libraries are open to the public, 

governed by boards of trustees, and funded primarily by civil filing fees.6 The fifty-eight law 

libraries include several with multiple branches including the largest Los Angeles County Law 

2 Id. at 333. 

3 See the Laws of Pennsylvania for 1865 to 1873; for a recent study, see Judith Foust, 
Pennsylvania County Law Libraries: A Profile, 73 Law Libr. J. 143 (1980). 

4 Jacquelyn Jurkins, Development of the County Law Library, 62 Law Libr. J. 140 (1969). 
Appendix A (pp. 147-50) contains a list of the thirty-nine states and their provisions. 

5 Id. at 142. 

6 Council of California County Law Librarians, at http://www.cccll.org/ (viewed May 22, 2013). 
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Library with nine branches.7  

 Legislation8 provides for the creation of a board of trustees based on the number of 

judges on the superior court with a board made up of at least six and no more than seven 

members. In smaller counties with less than three judges, the board of supervisors with the 

approval of the judges of the superior court, reduce the number of trustees to as little as three 

(6301.5). The board meets at least once a month and at any time a special meeting might be 

called.9 The board consists of two officers, a president and secretary, the latter who keeps 

records of all property, money, receipts and expenditures as well as minutes of all meetings.10 

Two sections deal specifically with the San Diego and Los Angeles County Law Libraries, 

respectively.11 The Council is well organized with various committees and has published a 

Trustees’ Manual.12In addition, it has established a useful website for social media purposes, at 

http://www.publiclawlibrary.org/ and successfully did a short video on You Tube showing the 

usefulness of the county law library system.13 

 In Minnesota, there are seventy-eight county law libraries created under a 1949 act that 

7 See a List of California County Law Libraries, at 
http://www.publiclawlibrary.org/find.html#lake  (viewed May 22, 2013). 
 

8 California Business and Profession Code §§6300-6307, at 
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=bpc&group=06001-07000&file=6300-63
07. 

9 Id. §6304. 

10 Id. §6306 for the president and §6307 for the secretary. 

11 Id. §6301.1 and §6302.5. 

12 Council of California County Law Librarians Trustees’ Manual. 3d ed. 1992-. 

13 Who Have You Helped Today, at YouTube, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U-YW14T10eg 
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provided for a board of trustees to administer the library.14 The State Law Library is mandated 

by a 1982 statute to assist county law libraries: “The state law librarian, under the guidance of 

the Supreme Court, shall advise and assist in the operation and maintenance of the county law 

libraries.”15 The state library has a membership program for the law libraries that provides basic 

legal works of statutes and court rules, an annual meeting for training purposes, state law library 

services to the library, and newsletter.16 

 In Ohio, there are eighty-eight county law libraries.17 Because of severe budget cuts in 

2005 by the state legislature, the Ohio County Law Library Consortium was created with the 

goals of creating an email directory and listserv, sharing of pocket parts for continuations, 

inter-library loan agreements and a shared card catalog, and state-wide purchasing of widely 

used titles.18 The goals then became the first part of an official  consortium agreement made by 

the libraries.19 By 2010, a formal act was passed by the legislature creating the consortium20 

14 Directory of Minnesota County Law Libraries, located at the Minnesota State Law Library 
webpage, at  http://www.mncourts.gov/?page=318 (Viewed on May 22, 2013). The statute, 
Minnesota Statutes, 134A.01, provides for county law libraries to be created wherever a court of 
sessions resided, https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=134A.01; the board of trustees 
provision is 134A.03, at https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=134A.03. 

15 Minnesota Statutes, 134.16A, https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=134a.16. 

16 Minnesota County Law Library Program: Membership and Contact Information, at 
http://mn.gov/lawlib/member.html (viewed May 22, 2013). 

17 2013 ORALL County Law Libraries Directory, at 
http://www.clelaw.lib.oh.us/Public/Misc/Colawlib.html. ORALL is the Ohio Regional 
Association of Law Libraries, a chapter of the American Association of Law Libraries, formed in 
1949 for all law libraries within the states of Ohio, Indiana and Kentucky; see http://orall.org/. 

18 Ohio County Law Library Consortium Goals of Participation, at 
http://ollc.wikispaces.com/file/view/Goals%20of%20OLLC.pdf/55457834/Goals%20of%20OLL
C.pdf (viewed on May 23, 2013). 

19 Consortium Agreement Ohio County Law Library Consortium, at 
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providing for the group negotiating contracts to purchase access to legal materials and reference 

materials, catalog existing resources, develop and recommend guidelines for collection 

development, provide consultation services to county law libraries, and issue an annual report to 

each county law library. 

 In Pennsylvania, there are sixty-seven counties with fifty-two law libraries.21 Under the 

Judicial Code, the Supreme Court provided that the State Law Library should provide guidance 

and introduce uniformity to the county law libraries. Under 42 Pa.C.S. §3724 counties must 

provide “such necessary funds, accommodations, goods and services, as shall be specified by 

general rules or orders adopted by the governing authority after consideration of the 

recommendations from time to time of the State Law Library.” But only Jenkins Law Library 

(Philadelphia bar library that serves as a county law library) and Allegheny County Law Library 

receive monies from filing fees under this provision. Unfortunately, the State Law Library has 

never really completed the goal of the section; the position of State Law Librarian was removed 

by the 1990s, and the library has become a part of the general reference department of the State 

Library.  

 The governmental structure of the county law libraries varies from county to county: 

some are under the commissioners, some under the courts of common pleas, and a few under the 

administration of the local bar association. The statutory provision, moreover, contains no 

mention of the amount of funding that local government has to provide for the county law 

http://ollc.wikispaces.com/file/view/Consortium%20Agreement.pdf/55458244/Consortium%20
Agreement.pdf. 

20 The statutory law is Revised Code 3375.481. Section D lists the services provided by the 
consortium. 

21 Foust, supra note , at 145. 
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libraries. Slightly less than half of the libraries have professional library staff and in a dated 

survey approximately twenty-four of sixty-two libraries who participated met collection 

standards.22 In 1997, the Supreme Court issued the Montemuro Report to attempt to settle a 

constitutional controversy between the legislature and court over the funding of the unified 

judicial system in which counties are responsible for the maintenance of the local court system 

rather than the state. Under the report, county law libraries were to be incorporated under the 

state in year four of the conversion, but most of the report has not been implemented nor will it 

be with the Supreme Court recently accepting the inability of the General Assembly to provide 

funding.23 Thus, county law libraries are still dependent on their local governmental entity to 

provide funding. 

   

II. County Law Library Standards 

 The county law libraries first adopted county law library standards in 1978,24 and the 

most recent revision occurred in July 2008.25 By these standards, “it is hoped that these standards 

will be guidelines for libraries to follow in order to assure the highest quality personnel, 

22 Id. at 153. 

23 Pennsylvania State Association of County Commissioners v. Commonwealth, 53 A.2d 1213 
(2013), available at 
http://www.pacourts.us/assets/opinions/Supreme/out/j-112-2009mo.pdf#search=%22montemuro
%20report%22. 

24 Bethany Ochal, In Search of Standards for Public Law Libraries, 71 Law Libr. J. 115 (1978). 

25 The July 2008 standards adopted by the State Court & County Special Interest Section at the 
American Association of Law Libraries conference were approved by the AALL Executive 
Board in April 2009; see County Public Law Library Standards, at 
http://www.aallnet.org/main-menu/Leadership-Governance/policies/PublicPolicies/policy-county
-standards.html. 
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collection, and library services in county public law libraries throughout the United States.” The 

standards are broken down into Governance; Budget; Personnel; Physical Plant and Facilities; 

Information Services; Technical Services; and County Public Law Library Collection. Under 

Governance, the law library should be defined by law along with a written mission and goal 

statement. The head law librarian should report to his superiors as well as be part of the 

management team of the governing body, and should initiate or take part in all planning of the 

library including budget, collection development, hire personnel, design and maintain the 

physical plant, and manage all other library operations.  

 It is especially important that the librarian maintain a separate and distinct budget within 

the larger entity, that the budget be adequate to “ensure a complete, up-to-date collection” 

including both print and electronic materials. The budget should be broken down into personnel 

costs; publication costs; supplies, equipment and appropriate technologies; binding costs; 

resource sharing, including networking and online bibliographic utilities; physical space and 

maintenance; membership and training for professional staff; and other categories as may be 

defined by law or practice.   

 There should be professional staff should be qualified through education, training and 

experience. Salaries should be commensurate with their education, training, and experience. The 

staff should be part of the governing entity’s personnel classification system and under its 

personnel policy. The head librarian selects and evaluates all staff. All staff should be given the 

opportunity to pursue professional development and obtain financial support for such 

development as well as pay for membership in professional organizations. Staff should also 

participate in conferences, and other professional education opportunities. 
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The personnel staff should be professional librarians with degrees.  

 The physical plant should be located within the county courts building. The space should 

be adequate to house the collection, provide for non-print materials, accessibility to computers 

including internet access. There should be adequate equipment, work space, and comfortable 

seating for staff and patrons. There should be adequate security for staff and patrons. There 

should be conference areas, copiers, fax machines, electrical outlets, and networking capability 

including internet access provided for in the law library. Directories, library guides and other 

signage should be available. The library should meet the requirements of the Americans with 

Disabilities Act of 1990 as amended. 

 Under Information services, the library’s mission and goals statement should identify the 

levels of information services. The library should augment resources with interlibrary loans, 

cooperative agreements, networks and in-house and remote online electronic services.  

Libraries should have policies addressing patron reference assistance. Internet access should be 

provided. The librarian should have the authority to plan in-house library computer networks 

liking the library’s online catalog, technical services, access to other databases through the 

library’s web site. Part of the planning includes determining access rather than ownership of 

materials for patron use. 

 Under Technical Services, written policies for collection development, selection of print 

and non-print materials, and weeding should be provided for. The head law librarian should have 

the authority to select materials for purchase. All materials should be current with respect to 

continuations, supplements, and replacements. Sets should be complete. Multiple copies should 
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be available of heavily-used materials (either in print or electronic). The library should acquire 

and provide access to materials in print or electronic based on “economic, technical, 

environmental and customer considerations.” The law librarian should have the authority to join 

library or other information networks that can aid in acquiring, sharing and providing access to 

information services. The library should have “easy access” to the selection tools for selecting 

materials. 

 The cataloging of the collection includes print and non-print resources made available 

through the online catalog available through a library network. Holdings records should be 

included in the card catalog. 

 Collection management includes maintaining good physical condition of the collection 

through a preservation and disaster preparation program as well as environmental aspects like 

good lighting, air condition, proper storage, and temperature and humidity control. Serial 

publications received unbound should be bound and maintained unless electronically available. 

 Finally, the standards provide for the basic collection in a public law library. All primary 

sources (constitution, statutes both chronologically and topical, case law, administrative 

regulations and reports, court rules, municipal codes) of the library’s state should be available. 

Secondary sources include encyclopedias, treatises and practice materials, legal periodicals and 

newspapers, state and local bar association publications and ethics opinions, state digest, citator 

like Shepards or Keycite, reference tools, state court publications. 

 Federal collections include all federal court reports, statutes both chronological and 

annotated codes, CFR and Federal Register, case digests, citation service like Shepards or 

Keycite, and U.S. Government Manual. 
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 General United States publications include the National Reporter System, American 

Digest System units as needed, current statutory compilations for contiguous states, American 

Jurisprudence or C.J.S. encyclopedias, American Law Reports and American Law Reports 

Federal, general forms set, Restatements, Uniform Laws Annotated, legal treatises and 

periodicals, a legal periodical index, citation service like Shepards or Keycite, general reference 

tools like dictionaries, thesaurus, legal quotations, biographical dictionaries, collection of general 

legal and self-help titles on subjects of interest.   

III. The Duquesne University-Allegheny County Agreement26 

 In November 1999, Duquesne University Center for Legal Information (DCLI) and the 

Allegheny County government entered into a contract for DCLI to manage the operations of the 

Allegheny County Law Library. This partnership between a private academic law library and a 

public county law library is the only operation of its kind in the nation.27 

 Allegheny County Law Library was established by statute in 186728 and is as one of the 

oldest and largest county law libraries in the United States. Although funded through filing fees 

and administered by a law library committee, the governance of the library came under the Court 

of Common Pleas of Allegheny County in the late 1960s-early 1970s until 1997. In 1996, 

Republican Commissioners of Allegheny County cut the county budget by 20% which led to the 

court suing the county over its funding. The county agreed to restore the court’s budget, but an 

26 The following description is based on an article, Frank Y. Liu and Joel Fishman, A Law 
School-County Law Library Partnership, 32 no. 1 SCCLL Newsletter 6-11 (Winter 2006), 
available at www.aallnet.org/sections/scll/membership/Newsletter/v.32-1.pdf. 

27 The joint operation in Arkansas between the two law schools and their county law libraries 
started early in their history. 

28 April 15, 1867 P.L. 1278 (act 1211).  
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agreement was made to separate the county law library from the court in 1997. In 1997, the 

library came under the jurisdiction of the Solicitor of the County Law Department. The 

commissioners cut the 1997 law library’s budget by three quarters, from $800,000 down to 

$206,000. An outcry from the judges and bar association quickly led to a deal in which the 

county restored $500,000 budget and increased filing fees to fill the $300,000 gap, but only 

$200,000 was collected. An outside consultant was also hired to study the library. The 

consultant’s report that requested more than a million dollars to assist the library was rejected by 

the administration in February 1998. The solicitor approached Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh 

and the University of Pittsburgh School of Law to ask if they would consider taking over the 

administration of the county law library, but both refused. Turning to Duquesne University, the 

Law School and library administration agreed to an arrangement that was announced in 

December 1998.  

 Although the court and Allegheny County Bar Association expressed opposition to the 

agreement (wrongly believing that the library would merge with Duquesne’s law library), the 

Duquesne Center for Legal Information (DCLI) presented a detailed plan to maintain ACLL in 

its current location and its collection and services as a separate entity which both groups 

approved. The county commissioners approved an agreement in March 1999 to a five-year 

contract from March 1999 to March 2004 for DCLI to manage the library beginning on 

November 8, 1999. The contract has since been renewed twice with a new fourth five-year 

contract now being reviewed for the period 2014-2018 that is expected to be approved later this 

year. 

 During the first year under the new management, the library staff of ACLL became part 
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of the Duquesne library staff. The nine members of the old library were reduced to two 

professionals (others retiring or going to other positions). Dr. Joel Fishman, head law librarian 

became the Assistant Director for Lawyer Services, while the Reference Librarian remained in 

his capacity. A fulltime clerical person was added. The reduced staff was possible because 

technical services department was taken over by the DCLI staff. All of the professional librarians 

participate in a management team that meets once a month to determine major professional and 

operational policies for both libraries. In addition, the ACLL librarians assist in the Law School’s 

First-Year Legal Research & Writing Program. 

 In all matters relating to ACLL, the DCLI Director reports to the Dean of the Duquesne 

Law School. At the same time, the Director maintains a close working relationship with the 

county’s Law Department administrator who is in charge of the enforcement of the management 

agreement. The administrator has no direct administrative authority over the director.  

 The first year concentrated on renovations of the library. The large main reading room 

had its walnut tables refinished, cleaning of the brass lights, painting of the walls, and carpeting 

the floor. The old six-foot long card catalog was removed and replaced by a six-carrel computer 

station. A new reference desk was installed. All of the book stacks were removed from a balcony 

overseeing the reading room, and a tastefully furnished lounge area was installed. In 2001, the 

Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation awarded Professor Frank Liu with a certificate of 

merit for his work restoring the library’s main reading room.  

 Other rooms in the library were also carpeted and painted. The old acquisitions room was 

converted into a computer lab with overhead projector and twenty computers. Another large 

room used by the secretary was transformed into a meeting room with the rare book collection 
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placed on bookshelves that line the perimeter of the room. Finally, in 2003, the county 

government agreed to air condition the library with a $200,000 investment ending the 

insufferable working conditions endured during the summer months. 

 The ACLL operating budget comes from three sources: the annual management funds 

paid to DCLI by the Allegheny County government; a specific allocation of the filing fees from 

law suits filed in the court of common pleas (now at $7.50 per filing); and an annual borrowers’ 

fee paid by law firms, sole practitioners, and members of the public (now at $100 per year); 

document delivery services; rental of the computer lab; sale of publications; and teaching 

continuing legal education courses. The county allocation pays salaries for staff at both facilities 

(including additional salary incentives for Duquesne staff performing library work performed for 

ACLL), and operating expenses. The filing fee money is used for the acquisition of library 

materials and is processed through the county’s accounting office. The library card fees and 

other fees is used primarily for library acquisitions but can be used for other operating expenses 

as needed. 

 The acquisition and collection development policies of ACLL follow the County Law 

Library Standards outlined above. Each library has its own collection development plan. 

However, the libraries attempt to share library purchasing for costly treatises, while also sharing 

costs for some online databases like HeinOnline and the network cataloging bibliographical 

databases like OCLC and Innovative charges. The library over the past decade has used online 

Westlaw and Lexis databases to replace bound titles of most of its state library collection 

(annotated codes, court reports, digests, citators, and administrative codes). The library maintains 

a large Pennsylvania collection of both historical and current publications. It also has the basic 
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federal materials, an extensive historical treatise collection as well as a rare book collection 

dating back to 1488. The library has been a partial federal depository library since 1977, but 

documents are routed and processed through DCLI. 

 Both ACLL and DCLI have online cataloging systems from Innovative Interfaces, Inc. 

(III) that made it relatively easy to merge the two systems (though each has their own separate 

OCLC holding symbols). The system has been updated to III’s Millennium system. Patrons can 

view both catalogs through our integrated public catalog available at the library’s website, 

www.duq.edu/law/library. All new titles are cataloged and classified at DLCI. 

 Technology changes have also been an important development at ACLL. The library 

installed new computers throughout the library for both staff and patrons (a second update of 

equipment has recently taken place). A carrel with six computers was installed in the main 

reading room for public access to the Internet, library catalog, and other electronic databases. All 

staff has access to Duquesne’s online collections as well as email addresses. The library now has 

a T1 line access to the Internet through the court’s computer system. 

 The computer lab was created shortly after the library’s agreement through the donation 

of West Group to purchase equipment. The lab is used for CLE training by the library 

professionals, general county and bar association training needs, federal, state, and county 

electronic filing courses for lawyers. Recently, the Pennsylvania Continuing Legal Education 

Board approved ACLL as an official provider of CLE courses, and the staff is working to expand 

the number of courses offered later this year.  

 One website was created for both law libraries, at www.duq.edu/law/library. Each library 

has its own information available on the website. In addition, Dr. Fishman became the 
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Co-Director of the Pennsylvania Constitution Web Site (www.duq.edu/law-paconstitution) 

maintained by the Law School. The constitution site is the most extensive state constitutional law 

website in the country. 

 The library also has a publication series that includes the publication of various county 

court cases, legislative histories, and indexes and bibliographies. Four of the professional 

librarians wrote the first comprehensive and in-depth legal research guide for Pennsylvania, 

titled the Pennsylvania Legal Research Handbook (2001 and 2008 editions). Dr. Fishman also 

assisted now-dean Ken Gormley in his publication of The Pennsylvania Constitution, A Treatise 

on Rights and Liberties (2004). 

 The library offers ACLL is open six days a week (Monday-Thursday, 8:30 a.m. to 7:00 

p.m.; Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., and Saturday, 12 noon to 5:00 p.m.). The library has 

implemented a membership program for individuals and law firms to obtain cards. Individuals 

can obtain a library card for $100.00 annually, while law firms with 24-60 lawyers pay $2,500; 

61-100 lawyers, pay $5,000; and above 101 lawyers pay $7,500 annually. Membership includes 

unlimited access to Lexis and Westlaw databases, ALI publications, BNA Tax Management 

Portfolios as well as LegalTrac, HeinOnline and LLMC, book borrowing from both libraries, 

discounts on document delivery and CLE courses.  

 In conclusion, the partnership between DCLI and ACLL has significantly benefitted both 

libraries in many areas of savings in acquisitions and collection development and bibliographic 

control system maintenance and upgrades, created a single reference service team, and the 

patrons have gained access to two libraries of close to half a million books and electronic 

databases. The success of the partnership is based partly on the close proximity of the locations 
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of the two libraries, the community service tradition of Duquesne University in the greater 

Pittsburgh area, the support of the bench and bar, and the close working relationship between the 

two library staffs before the partnership was instituted. The shared experience is a unique and 

creative way for preserving and expanding the functions of an inadequately funded county law 

library. Free access to basic legal information for the bench and bar and the general public is 

essential for preserving the true democratic system. In the call for “equal justice,” the 

governments at all levels must provide sufficient funding to finance law libraries throughout the 

United States. 
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