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SUMMARY

AB 1544 (Krell): Court Proceedings: Media Access

AB 1544 protects the right of members of the press
to access court hearings and public court buildings.

BACKGROUND

The First Amendment guarantees freedom of the
press, which includes access to public courts and
legal proceedings.

As the Supreme Court has noted, “People in an open
society do not demand infallibility from their
institutions, but it is difficult for them to accept what
they are prohibited from observing.” (Richmond
Newspapers, Inc. v. Virginia, 448 U.S. 555, 572
(1980) (plurality opinion).

The State of California has taken steps to protect the
freedom of the press by ensuring access to reporting
on marches, rallies and protests. In 2021, California
enacted Senate Bill 98 which requires that journalists
be given unfettered access to closed-off protests,
and prohibits law enforcement officers from
assaulting, interfering or obstructing journalists from
covering such events.

This followed several incidents where journalists
were detained or even assaulted by law
enforcement while covering major protests.

PROBLEM

Covering public court proceedings and accessing
public courthouses is equally essential and has
become more challenging over the last year.

Immigrations and Customs Enforcement has been
conducting arrests both at state courthouses
(though barred by California law) and federal
immigration courts. In some cases, journalists have
been blocked from covering these arrests, despite
their occurrence in public spaces.

In the June of 2025, journalists were shut out of the
John Moss Federal Building in Sacramento when
attempting to observe immigration court
proceedings and potential arrests. This mirrored
similar restrictions across the state, including in San
Diego where a journalist was barred from an
immigration proceeding without justification.

As the Reporters Committee for the Freedom of the
Press, noted in a letter following the San Diego
incident, blocking the public from immigration
proceedings violates federal regulations governing
immigration hearings, which are “open to the
public” except in enumerated circumstances. 8 C.F.R.
§ 1003.27; Stevens v. Osuna, 877 F.3d 1293, 1312-13
(11th Cir. 2017) (“We stress—and no one disputes—
that immigration hearings already are presumptively
open to the public.”); see also Detroit Free Press v.
Ashcroft, 195 F. Supp. 2d 937, 940 (E.D. Mich. 2002),
aff'd, 303 F.3d 681 (6th Cir. 2002) (“The statutory
and regulatory history of immigration law
demonstrates a tradition of public and press
accessibility to removal proceedings.”).

Despite the First Amendment’s prohibition on
restricting access to courts and consistent state and
federal regulations, journalists are being barred from
courthouses without clear justification.

SOLUTION

AB 1544 establishes that a duly authorized
representative of the media is allowed access to
public courts by prohibiting a judicial officer, peace
officer, or other law enforcement officer from
shutting out an authorized representative of a news
service from entering a courtroom, court facility, or
other location where a court proceeding that is open
to the public is being conducted.
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