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Appeals Court Interprets Public Records Law Exemptions for
Municipal Parking Information

(Prepared for 2026 MMA Connect 351)

On September 17, 2025, the Massachusetts Appeals Court issued a decision in the case of City of Somerville v.
Supervisor of Public Records, No. 24-P-398. The Appeals Court held that the Driver's Privacy Protection Act of
1994 (“DPPA”), 18 U.S.C. § 2721(a)(1) only protects from disclosure records held by the Massachusetts Registry of
Motor Vehicles and does not constitute an implicit statutory exemption to the Public Records Law under

Exemption (a). The Appeals Court further ruled that the public interest in the efficiency of the Somerville parking
permit program outweighed the minimal privacy interest permit holders had in their transactions with the city.

Background

This case arose from a 2014 public records request the Boston Globe sent to the City of Somerville for copies of
residential parking permit information including names, home and e-mail addresses of permit holders, along with
permit numbers, dates of issuance and expiration, license plate numbers, and car makes and models. The City
informed the Globe it would provide the requested records subject to redaction of permit holders’ names,
addresses, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses. The Globe appealed to the Supervisor of Records and the
Supervisor ordered the City to produce the records without redaction. The City challenged the Supervisor’s
decision in Superior Court.

In 2017, while the original public records request litigation was pending in Superior Court, the Globe withdrew its
original request and submitted a second request seeking many of the same parking permit data points, but
excepting e-mail addresses and phone numbers. The City offered to provide redacted responsive records and the
Supervisor again sided with the Globe.

The Superior Court concluded that Exemption (a) could not be used by the City to withhold the requested records
because the DPPA prohibition against disclosure of personal information in a motor vehicle record applies only to
a state department of motor vehicles, and not a municipality. The Superior Court ultimately ordered the City to
produce the permit numbers, dates of issue, names, and addresses, but allowed the City to redact the vehicle
makes, models, years, and license plate numbers. The City appealed. Neither party challenged the allowed
redactions ordered by the Superior Court under Exemption (c).

Appeals Court Proceedings

The Appeals Court concurred that the DPPA does not provide municipalities with a statutory exemption to the
Public Records Law but also ruled that the policy underlying the DPPA may still be relevant to evaluating the
applicability of Exemption (c). The Appeals Court held, however, that nothing in that case “suggest[ed] that
permit holders had a particular expectation of privacy when transacting business with the City.”

Local focus. Statewide perspective.
617.556.0007 | 1.800.548.3522 | k-plaw.com | ©2026 KP Law, P.C.



KP

Exemption (a) - DPPA

The Court held that the DPPA applies only to state departments of motor vehicles and the information protected
by the DPPA must be related to a “motor vehicle record.” The Court observed further that even if the City had
information “that also by happenstance coincides with information maintained in a database held by an agency
regulating motor vehicles,” the link to the statute was too tenuous to create an exemption by "necessary
implication" under Exemption (a). Nevertheless, the Court held that the public policy behind the DPPA could still
be considered for the purposes of conducting a privacy analysis under Exemption (c) regarding personal
information in the City’s possession.

Exemption (c)

In interpreting Exemption (c), the Somerville Court balanced the public and private interests at stake and
concluded that “the disclosure of the names and addresses of the permit holders is not barred by the privacy
interests.” Specifically, the Court reasoned that even if the City permit holders had a minimal “expectation of
privacy when transacting business with the City,” that interest did not outweigh the significant public interest in
the efficiency of the parking permit program. The Court stated that, “[ijmplicit in the existence of the parking
permit program is a recognition that access to parking spaces in an urban setting, like Somerville, is valuable” and,
in turn, that the public therefore has an interest in knowing whether the program is being carried out in an
efficient and law-abiding manner.

Implications

The Appeals Court’s decision clarifies that the DPPA does not protect from disclosure under Exemption (a)
municipal records containing driver information. The Appeals Court’s holding also establishes that any minimal
privacy interest permit holders might have in their dealings with the City was outweighed by the significant public
interest in the municipal parking permit program and its implementation, while also suggesting that the policy
underlying the DPPA may still be relevant to evaluation of privacy issues. This case is a good reminder that Public
Records Law litigation can result from any response to a public records request, and, therefore, that each request,
and whether to assert any exemptions in response, merits careful consideration.

For further information, please contact Attorneys Janelle Austin, Lauren Goldberg, or your KP Law Attorney at
617.556.0007.

Disclaimer: This information is provided as a service by KP Law, P.C. This information is general in nature and does not, and is not intended to, constitute
legal advice. Neither the provision nor receipt of this information creates an attorney-client relationship with KP Law, P.C. Whether to take any action based
upon the information contained herein should be determined only after consultation with legal counsel.
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