






Sarasota’s Historic Courthouse Tower, 2000 Main Street, Sarasota Florida. The tower, undergoing extensive  
restorations in 2010, has long been a symbol of Sarasota County, and a nod towards her past.

What is the definition of a public record?

Public records are defined by Florida law as “all documents, papers, maps, books, 
tapes, photographs, films, sound recordings, data processing software, or other material, 
regardless of the physical form, characteristics, or means of transmission, made or 
received pursuant to law or ordinance, or in connection with the transaction of official 
business by any agency.” Florida Statute, Chapter 119.011(11)

What is the law regarding access to public records?

The Florida Constitution, unlike other states, has a very open public records law. In the 
State of Florida the law provides that all state, county, and municipal records be open for 
personal inspection and available for copying by any person, upon request.

Providing access to public records is a duty of each government agency. As each agency 
increases its use of and dependence on electronic record keeping, they must also provide 
reasonable public access to records electronically maintained, while ensuring exempt 
or confidential records are not 
disclosed, except as otherwise 
permitted by law. Therefore, in the 
electronic world, automation of 
public records shall not erode the 
right of access to public records.

As an additional means of 
inspecting or copying public 
records, a custodian of public 
records, such as the Clerk of 
the Circuit Court, may provide 
access to public records by  
remote electronic means—such 
as the Internet—provided exempt 
or confidential information is not 
disclosed or otherwise prohibited. 

What does redaction mean?

Redaction means to conceal from a copy of an original public record, or to conceal 
from an electronic image that is available for public viewing, that portion of the record 
containing information exempt such as social security numbers, driver’s license, credit 
card or bank account numbers or other confidential information. 

Frequently Asked Questions 
about public records

Public Access offers customers the use of computers for looking up court 
records, online real estate auctions, official records and more.
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On July 1, 1921, Sarasota County came into existence. Interest in 
breaking away from Manatee County had led to a series of 
public meetings the previous summer. Lack of good roads, 
inadequate representation in Tallahassee, and subjection to 
isolation by other sections of the county were among the 
grievances cited by the citizens.

For nearly five years, the new county government operated 
out of the Hover Arcade, a building at the foot of Sarasota’s 
Main Street that also housed Sarasota City Hall. County 
officials used a temporary building on Oak Street for another 
year before moving into the courthouse.

By late 1924, the Board of County Commissioners began 
steps to construct a county courthouse. Charles and Edith 
Ringling conveyed land for the building. In March 1925, the 
Commissioners hired nationally renowned architect Dwight 
James Baum to be the supervising architect for the courthouse 
and in June they approved the preliminary drawings. In 
September they awarded the construction contract to 
Stevenson & Cameron, Inc., of New York. By February 1927 
county officials completed their move into the new building.

The Spanish /  Mediterranean Revival architectural style of the 
courthouse was very popular in Florida during the 1920’s. The 
H-shaped structure consisted of two two-story rectangular 
buildings that were connected to a central tower by an arcade. 
Stucco covered the hollow clay tile and masonry construction. 
Barrel tiles for the roof came from Spain. Samuel Yellin, 
nationally known wrought iron artist, created many of the 
decorative grills and railings. Polychromed glazed terra cotta tile 
and cast stone adorned the entranceways, windows, and tower. 
A green-tiled reflecting pool, since drained and landscaped, 
was on the Main Street side of the building.

The judicial portion of the building, on the east, contained a 
courtroom, a jail, and accommodations for the jailer and the 
sheriff. Separate jail cells, restrooms, and witness rooms were 
labeled for “colored” and “white.” The west section of the 
building included space for the county commissioners, the tax 
collector and clerk, farm and kitchen demonstration, public 
health, and public instruction.

Two additions to the courthouse in 1955 and 1965 covered 
the original courthouse facade along Ringling Boulevard.
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