NICS Research

Having only been employed by MSA since January, I obviously have much to learn about the Archives’ holdings and operations.   The series held are many, varied, and often markedly older than those in Ohio, from where I came.  However, a Reference operation that I have become involved in is NICS, the National Instant Criminal Background Check program operated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  

In order to comply with the requirements of the Federal Brady Law, Public 103-159 amending Section 922 of title 18, United States Code the State of Maryland Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services (DPSCS) has cooperated with the FBI to conduct NICS checks within 72 hours of application for purchase of firearms.  Certain persons, including convicted felons, fugitives from justice, minors, individuals with a history of mental illness, anyone dishonorably discharged from the military, expatriates, and illegal aliens are restricted from purchasing weapons.  NICS research in Maryland is handled by both state and Federal agencies.  Handgun purchasers are researched by staff at the Maryland Criminal Justice Information System (CJIS) and long gun purchasers by the FBI.  

The Maryland State Archives, as repository of many of the court records for the state, is an invaluable source for this research.  While the Maryland Judicial Information System (JIS) database provides much of the information required, records in it only begin in 1981 and are not complete.  Original paper records at the Archives are critical for fulfilling NICS requirements.  The FBI requests are directed to the Archives under the terms of a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Archives and DPSCS Information Technology and Communications Division.  Funding in the form of a re-grant of Federal funds through DPSCS/CJIS to the Archives makes this work possible because the State allocates no funds to this activity. 

This is a very active program.  In the current fiscal year through the end of March 1540 requests have been received from the FBI.  Requests vary widely quarter to quarter, ranging from a programmatic high of 782 in the second quarter of this year to as few as 356 in the last quarter of fy 2003.  However, no matter the quantity, the quality of reporting must be consistent and accurate.

Three reference staffers can be involved in fulfilling these research requests.  Two, Melody Haymire and Don Williams, spend their time either fulfilling the requests (which also include research for the Maryland State Police) or working with Pat Melville to obtain additional resources, both paper and electronic, to insure that the reports to the FBI transmit the information necessary to insure that weapons do not fall into unqualified hands.  A third, Joshua Mason, assists with peak periods of requests or when Ms. Haymire or Mr. Williams are unavailable.  I am pleased to report that over 95% of the requests are indeed delivered within the 72 hour requirement, and that we are working to obtain the resources to increase this figure.  Prompt and accurate response to NICS requests is a high priority for the Reference Services department.

Submitted by Michael McCormick, 4/28/2004
