
THE PROBLEM WITH TRADITIONAL EXHIBIT MANAGEMENT
In many court systems, the process for managing evidence retention and disposal hasn’t changed in decades. Staff rely
on handwritten logs, manila folders, or spreadsheet trackers to record when an item was submitted, which case it’s tied
to, and how long it must be retained. The result? An overwhelming paper trail that leaves courts vulnerable to human
error, compliance oversights, and logistical headaches. 

Missed deadlines for disposal or release are common. Items that should have been destroyed or returned sit in storage
for years, taking up space and increasing the risk of mishandling or misplacement. Conversely, some items may be
disposed of prematurely due to unclear documentation or lost paperwork, potentially undermining the judicial process
or opening the door to legal disputes.

Compounding the issue is the sheer variety of retention rules. Different types of evidence have different lifespans
depending on case type, appeal status, or jurisdictional policies. Without a centralized digital system to enforce these
rules and trigger reviews, courts are forced to rely on institutional knowledge or manual calendar reminders, neither of
which scale as caseloads grow.

A SMARTER SYSTEM: HOW DIGITAL TOOLS
HELP COURTS MANAGE EVIDENCE RETENTION
AND DISPOSAL

A R T I C L E

Courts are tasked with not only receiving and storing exhibits but also managing their retention and timely disposal
according to legal requirements. Whether it’s a physical weapon, a digital file, or a piece of financial documentation, each
item must be tracked, preserved, and ultimately released or destroyed. In many jurisdictions, however, these processes still
rely on paper forms, filing cabinets, and spreadsheets—methods prone to error, inefficiency, and compliance risk.

Modern digital exhibit management systems are improving that. By automating retention schedules, generating alerts for
review and destruction, and maintaining a complete chain of custody, these platforms help courts streamline administrative
workflows, ensure policy compliance, and reduce physical and operational burdens. It's not just about saving time—it's
about reducing liability and increasing accountability.
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THE ROLE OF DIGITAL SYSTEMS IN AUTOMATING RETENTION AND DISPOSAL  
Digital exhibit management systems bring structure, automation, and visibility to what has traditionally been a
fragmented, manual process. These platforms allow courts to assign and enforce retention policies based on specific
case types, exhibit categories, or jurisdictional rules—ensuring that every item is handled according to the correct
timeline.

Once an exhibit is logged into the system, it’s automatically tracked throughout its lifecycle. Retention periods are
calculated at intake, and system-generated alerts notify staff when items are eligible for review, release, or destruction.
This proactive approach eliminates the guesswork, reducing the chances of items being forgotten, misclassified, or
mishandled.

Digital systems also provide a detailed, tamper-resistant audit trail. From intake to final disposition, all activity is time-
stamped and user-logged, offering full transparency and accountability. This is especially critical in responding to FOIA
requests, internal audits, or court reviews. This also comes in handy when audit reports or inventory need to be
conducted by court leaders.

Centralizing information in a digital platform replaces disparate spreadsheets, sticky notes, and paper files with a single,
searchable interface. Staff can quickly view an exhibit’s status, retention schedule, chain of custody, and destruction
history—improving responsiveness and eliminating administrative bottlenecks. This information can be extracted in a
report as well for easier review.

BENEFITS TO COURTS
 
Reduced Physical Storage Burdens 
Automated retention tracking helps courts dispose of eligible items on time, freeing up space in storage rooms and
offsite facilities.

Improved Staff Efficiency 
By eliminating manual cross-checking, calendar reminders, and ad hoc lists, digital systems reduce staff workload and
free up time for higher-value tasks.
 
Increased Compliance and Reduced Risk
Built-in retention rules ensure the proper handling of evidence for each case type, minimizing the risk of premature
destruction or over-retention.
 
Stronger Chain of Custody 
Digital logs track every action on an exhibit, creating a clear, defensible audit trail that can be used in court or
compliance reviews. 

CONCLUSION:  A SMARTER WAY TO MANAGE EXHIBITS
Courts are under growing pressure to do more with less—to handle rising caseloads, follow  retention laws or local
rules, and maintain transparency, all while operating with limited resources. Clinging to outdated manual processes for
managing evidence retention and disposal not only burdens staff but also increases the risk of non-compliance,
inefficiency, and liability. 

Digital systems offer a smarter, more reliable way forward. By automating retention schedules, providing audit-ready
documentation, and simplifying the disposal process, these tools help courts stay organized, compliant, and
accountable. It's not just about digitizing records—it's about building confidence in the integrity of the judicial process.


