The New Jersey Press Association and its 170 newspaper members strongly oppose Bill A1105:

Government Posting of Public Notices Solely on the Internet

An Idea Whose Time Has Not Come

1) Public Notices Are Already on the Web

Public notices are available at one convenient site, njpublicnotices.com.  Why burden government with added costs?  After they are published in New Jersey newspapers, they are uploaded to this site and are searchable by county, municipality, newspaper, subject, etc.  This site, created and financed entirely by the newspaper industry, is endorsed by groups across the State, including the State League of Municipalities!  
2) Newspaper Readership vs. Internet Usage

In New Jersey, newspaper readership far outpaces Internet usage. A statewide survey in 2006 by Beldon Associates showed that almost 90 percent of New Jerseyans read their local newspaper. Figures regarding household Internet access vary, but they don’t match newspaper readership in any community. There is also a digital divide in New Jersey. Studies also show that Internet access is not evenly spread among all demographics. Lower-income households and minorities lag far behind other demographic groups in Internet access.

3) “Internet Only” Posting Diminishes Accessibility, Readability

There is no comparison to having public notices packaged in a mainstream product containing relevant, useful and timely community information (news, sports, grocery ads, classifieds, etc.) delivered to your doorstep or mailbox to trying to access public notices through a computer (turning on the computer, dialing an ISP, remembering a specific URL to find the site, and scrolling through a computer screen just to see if a public notice has appeared).  The Internet only makes sense as a back-up or additional medium.

4) Security Compromises Authenticity

The Internet remains subject to hacking and manipulation. Internet hackers have compromised even the most secure Web sites.  Important government information could be lost forever with the click of a mouse.  Publication of a public notice in print is permanent – a verifiable, bona fide record of that public notice.

5) Cost Savings of Internet Posting a Myth

Some have assumed that posting public notices on the Internet is far less costly than print advertising. The costs of running and properly maintaining and updating a reliable Web site costs thousands of dollars. Loading material, putting it in the right places, building in adequate security, search engines, archiving, and constant updating all cost money.  Incidentally, most municipalities spend more on copy paper for their copiers than they do on public notices.  (Far less than 1% of their annual budget.)  Remember, many notices (sheriff sales, zoning notices, etc.) are “pass through” charges, ultimately paid for by the members of the public involved in the action.

6) Verification of Publication Would Be Lost

Do we really want government in the business of having sole responsibility and control over the posting of its own public notices? When a newspaper publishes a public notice, in effect the newspaper is acting in the role of a third-party verifier or auditor of the notice. The newspaper is responsible for typesetting and preparing the notice for print and is responsible for signing a sworn affidavit of publication for every public notice published. Once the legal notice has been published in print, it’s permanent. Allowing local governments to put notices on the Web rather than publish them in the newspaper removes those critical verification and auditing roles. The stability of newspapers as a medium for public notices is unquestioned. For decades newspapers in the United States have met government-set publication requirements and have been able to guarantee citizens reliable access to vital information about their government.  The Internet is all about change and instability. Is this where we want to put the most important messages of government?

For all of the above reasons we think A1105 should be defeated.
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