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A military discharge certificate filed in probate court is a public record.  Upon the written request of a veteran, a probate judge may redact personal and confidential information from the veteran’s military discharge certificate filed in probate court if the probate judge determines that redaction is feasible.





Dear Judge Sinclair:





	This opinion of the Attorney General is issued in response to your request.








QUESTIONS





	May the probate judge, who is responsible for filing, recording, and maintaining military discharges, DD-214s, and other military records that are presented to the said probate judge for record, secure these particular records so that the paper, book, microfiche/computer imaging records are not available to the general public?  May the probate judge’s office refuse access to these records to only a representative of the Vet�eran’s Administration, the veteran himself or herself, a relative of the veteran with proper identification, or any other military organiza�tion?








FACTS AND ANALYSIS





	A veteran may file a copy of his discharge certificate in the probate office as a matter of law.  ALA. CODE § 31-1-1 (1998).  The probate court is required to maintain records of discharge in a bound book of record.  Id.  The purpose for filing this information in the probate office is to preserve the document and the information should the veteran misplace his records.  





	Once filed in the probate office, the discharge certificate becomes a public record.  ALA. CODE § 41-13-1 (2000).  Any person may view a public document, with certain exceptions.  ALA. CODE § 36-12-40 (2001).  The Alabama Supreme Court has stated:





Recorded information received by a public offi�cer in confidence, sensitive personnel records, pending criminal investigation, and records, the disclosure of which would be detri�mental to the best interest of the public are some of the areas which may not be subject to public disclosure.





Stone v. Consolidated Publ’g Co., 404 So. 2d 678 (Ala. 1981).  This Office has previously held that a public official may redact certain per�sonal information in a public document that is confidential or the release of which would be detrimental to the best interest of the public.  Opinion to Honorable Dan Jones, Sheriff, Montgomery County, dated October 30, 1998, A.G. No. 99-00032.  That opinion stated that names, addresses, and telephone numbers are generally not considered private or confidential, but unlisted phone numbers and social security numbers would be more personal than public.  Id.  





	Your question arises in the context of identity theft.  Many veterans with discharge records on file are concerned that personal identification matters, such as social security numbers included in the discharge record, may be misused by would-be criminals.  If a discharge certificate has not yet been filed, a veteran would be able to offer the document for recorda�tion with personal information blackened out.  With respect to documents currently on file, it is the opinion of this Office that a probate judge may, upon the written request of a veteran, redact certain personal information in the veteran’s discharge certificate, such as social security numbers, if the probate judge has the capability to redact the information and the cost is not prohibitive.  This Office is informed that, in some instances, these records are maintained in a format, such as microfilm or microfiche, in which redacting information would be extremely costly and/or time con�suming.  Thus, whether personal, confidential information may be re�dacted from these records is within the discretion of the probate judge based upon the capability and feasibility of redacting the information.








CONCLUSION





	A military discharge certificate filed in probate court is a public re�cord.  Upon the written request of a veteran, a probate judge may redact personal and confidential information from the veteran’s military dis�charge certificate filed in probate court if the probate judge determines that redaction is feasible. 





	I hope this opinion answers your questions.  If this Office can be of further assistance, please contact Brenda Smith of my staff.





Sincerely,





BILL PRYOR


Attorney General


By:











CAROL JEAN SMITH


Chief, Opinions Division
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