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By Randy Foreman

Almost-Perfect Online Primary  
Authority for Michigan

he focus of this issue of the 
Michigan Bar Journal is the au­
thentication, accuracy, and pres­
ervation of online resources. 

So it is perhaps ironic that the State Bar 
Libraries, Legal Research, and Legal Publi­
cations Committee’s monthly column dis­
cusses how to find those very online re­
sources. But the fact that these resources 
have disclaimers concerning their accuracy 
and reliability is not reason enough to stop 
using them. You just need to be aware that 
almost none of the information available 
online is guaranteed to be “official,” accu­
rate, and tamper-proof.

Let’s set aside those concerns for now 
and explore the “non-authenticated” pri­
mary resources that are available online. 
Maybe soon, these online resources will be 
guaranteed to be as trustworthy as their 
printed versions.

Good Michigan Caselaw  
with Limited Searching Ability
Caselaw from the  
Michigan Courts Website

Most of us know one or two good sites 
for accessing cases and statutes without go­
ing to Westlaw or Lexis. But I bet there are 
some powerful sites that many of you are 
not aware of.

Let’s start first with the obvious. The 
Michigan Courts website offers access to 
caselaw from 2000 and has a link to older 
cases (which I will discuss shortly). Oddly 
enough, the easiest way to get to the site—
unless you have already managed to find 
and bookmark it—is to go to Google and 
search “Michigan Court Opinions.” The first 
entry in the search results should be the 
one you want. Alternatively, if you are fond 
of typing long URLs, visit http://coa.courts.
mi.gov/resources/opinions.htm. From here, 
you can search published opinions from 

2001, but if you are an experienced West­
law, Lexis, or Loislaw searcher, you will 
quickly realize that you have limited ability 
to control the proximity of the search terms.

Of course there are the AND and OR 
connectors, plus the single-character wild­
card (the question mark) and the end-of-
word wildcard (the asterisk (*), which per­
forms the same function as the exclamation 
mark in Westlaw and Lexis). However, the 
refined proximity connectors in Westlaw, 
Lexis, and Loislaw—the same-sentence con­
nector (/S), same-paragraph connector (/P), 
and within-number connector (e.g., /7)—
are all unavailable. Instead, you are restricted 
to using the NEAR connector, which is ad­
mittedly better than an AND connector, but 
only slightly.

Caselaw from the State Bar and ICLE
Courtesy of the State Bar of Michigan 

and the Institute of Continuing Legal Edu­
cation (ICLE) but available only to State Bar 
members, Michigan Law Online is consid­
ered by many to be the premier source of 
free Michigan caselaw. The website, http://
www.icle.org/help/mlo.htm, has Court of 
Appeals cases going back to 1965 and Su­
preme Court cases going back to 1942. Un­
fortunately, it lacks wildcards and proxim­
ity connectors.

Good Caselaw with Full  
Terms-and-Connectors Searching
Free Lexis—LexisOne

But good news: you can have full-blown 
Westlaw/Lexis/Loislaw-quality terms-and-
connectors searching for free! At LexisOne, 
http://www.lexisone.com, Lexis provides 
free access to 10 years’ worth of state and 
federal law for the entire country. And best 
of all, you get the same /S, /P, and /num­
ber proximity connectors that you get when 
subscribing to the major vendors.

You do have to register, and hyper­
links to other cases and statutes don’t work. 
But if you want to do quality terms-and-
connectors searching, which would cost 
hundreds of dollars a year elsewhere, then 
LexisOne is perfect. Unfortunately, your 
search terms are not highlighted, but you 
can always use the Windows control-F 
search function to find your search terms in 
the results.

Free Westlaw—from Michigan Courts
The Michigan Courts website offers com­

prehensive Westlaw terms-and-connectors 
searching for Michigan Court of Appeals 
cases between 1977 and 2000 and Michigan 
Supreme Court cases from 1942 to 2000.

To access it, visit the Michigan Court 
Opinions website at http://coa.courts.mi. 
gov/resources/opinions.htm. Halfway down 
the page, look for the hyperlink that says 
“Click Here,” which indicates it will take 
you to “Thomson West’s Michigan Official 
Reports search page.” The “official” desig­
nation is somewhat misleading, as the cases 
lack much of the content found in the of­
ficial Michigan Reports and Michigan Ap­
peals Reports, such as the official synopsis 
and headnotes (the official Michigan reporter 
headnotes, by the way, are not the same as 
Westlaw reporter headnotes).

The “Click Here” link takes you to http://
government.westlaw.com/miofficial/histor­
ical. From that page, select the “Text Search” 
option and select whether you want to search 
Court of Appeals or Supreme Court cases. 
Somewhat concealed is the fact that you 
can now run a complete terms-and-con­
nectors search (clicking “help” reveals this 
to you). If you want to test it, try running 
the following search to find sex-discrimina­
tion cases involving firemen or police:

(sex! OR gender) /7 discrim! /44 (firem*n 
or police!)
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The test search results include approxi­
mately six Court of Appeals cases from 
2000 and earlier. Running the same search 
in LexisOne displays another 13 cases (with 
some overlap, since Lexis has Michigan 
cases from 1998 to 2009, whereas the “of­
ficial” archives are from 2000 and before).

Cheap Caselaw

While the free sources previously men­
tioned are useful, you may prefer the con­
venience of a fee-based service. In addition 
to Lexis and Westlaw, there are some al­
ternatives. Probably the oldest competitor 
is Loislaw, which provides full terms-and-
connectors searching, including a quality 
proximity connector, which is much better 
than the NEAR connector provided at the 
Michigan Courts website. Loislaw uses the 
slash number connector, but does not have a 
same-sentence (/S) or same-paragraph (/P) 
connector. As with Westlaw and Lexis, you 
can use any number between 1 and 255.

For alternatives to Westlaw, Lexis, and 
Loislaw, try searching Google for FastCase, 
National Law Library, VersusLaw, and Case­
Clerk (and there are probably others).

So how “cheap” are the competitors? 
Good question. While the major players 
tend to be discreet about revealing cost in­
formation, newer competitors often include 
a price range on their websites.

Non-Authenticated Statutes, 
Regulations, and Court Rules

While Google is your friend, govern­
ment website designers may not be. To find 
the Michigan Administrative Code, for ex­
ample, you can search for “Michigan Ad­
ministrative Code” in Google or type the 
“user-friendly” URL, http://www.michigan.
gov/dleg/0,1607,7-154-10576_35738_5698---
,00.html.

The most recent editions of the Michi-
gan Register are available in PDF format, 
and older editions are available as well. 
These PDFs appear to be identical to the 
official paper versions and may well be the 
only online Michigan primary source docu­
ments that can make that claim.

For court rules, use Google and search 
“Michigan Court Rules.” The first result 
should be the one you want. Note the dis­

claimer of accuracy and authority at the 
bottom of the page.

Looking for current Michigan legislation? 
Use Google and search “Michigan Legisla­
ture” or “Michigan Bill Tracking.” Note again 
the disclaimers at the bottoms of the pages. 
The legislature’s site allows the use of wild­
cards and also uses the NEAR type of prox­
imity connector.

While not considered primary source 
documents, Michigan attorney general opin­
ions can be found by searching Google for 
“Michigan attorney general opinions.”

You can also use Google to find Michi­
gan court forms. In fact, if you are looking 
for a specific court form, it is generally eas­
ier to search for it using Google. For exam­
ple, to find the summons and complaint, 
search “MC01 Michigan.” For a notice of 
hearing, search “MC326 Michigan.” Includ­
ing “Michigan” in your search phrase al­
most guarantees that the desired court form 
will be at the top of the Google results list.

Conclusion
While the resources discussed in this ar­

ticle may save you some time and money, 
keep in mind that probably only the Michi-
gan Register is certain to be current, accu­
rate, and tamper-proof. n
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