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I n the summer of 2010, I was look-
ing for a good summer project that 
would enhance the research pos-

sibilities for our users. I noticed that 
this library had a detailed structure of 
web pages that provided links to rec-
ommended web sites like Oyez, the 
United Nations, Thomas and many oth-
ers. While these were all great sites, 
to use these pages you would need to 
go in and out of each one and make in-
dividual searches. Wouldn’t it  be nice 
to have some kind of federated search 
that looked up a topic in all of these 
with one search? Then I remembered 
something that had been shown to me 
at a meeting of the American Library 
Association by Ben Bunnell, a librari-
an turned Google Books administrator. 
Google Custom Search allows you to 
set up your own search engine that only 
looks at sites that you select. I had set 
one of these up years ago to search for 
sites relating to Irish historical docu-
ments, but it was not terribly effective. 
It occurred to me that the Irish engine 
was not useful because I had only cho-
sen a handful of sites. Looking at our 

web page and the one generated by the 
Law Library of Congress, there was an 
enormous pool of likely sites to choose 
from in creating a legal-based custom 
search.

At the beginning, my idea was to 
create this engine and launch i t  as a 
search gadget on our Facebook page. 
After the first  few entries,  I  devel-
oped a work flow for adding new sites. 
I t  turned out that  not every web site 
works with Google Custom Search. 
Ironically,  no other Google products 
such as Scholar or Google Books will 
create results in a Google Custom 
Search. The way to test  these is  to cre-
ate a second search engine that only 
searches one site at  a t ime. One of the 
features of the custom search engine 
is a preview. For instance,  I  would add 
the URL for the United Nations and 
then go to the preview screen and ask 
i t  to search for Ivory Coast.  In less 
than a second, I  would get 100 search 
results (100 is the l imit  but there are 
ways around that to be discussed lat-
er) .  Once a si te is  green-lighted i t  is 
added to the main search engine.

Using Google Custom Search To 
Access Recommended Legal Sites

— by Terry Ballard
Assistant Director of Technical Services for Library Systems,

Mendik Library, New York Law School
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By the time I had entered 20 sites, it 
was becoming obvious that we were on to 
something big here. The results screens 
had good information and they continued 
to appear lightning-fast. Normally the re-
sults would appear in less than a second. 
At this point, the work in progress was 
shown to the full group of librarians. It 
was clear that this would be a feature of 
our main web page, not just Facebook, 
and it would be demonstrated to new 
students at the beginning of the Fall se-
mester. In the beginning, the project had 
a series of prosaic names such as “Men-
dik Library’s Federated Search of Legal 
Databases.” After a spirited exchange of 
ideas, library director Camille Broussard 
struck gold with the name “Dragnet.” I 
managed to retrofit the name into an ac-
ronym by coming up with “Database Re-
source Access using Google’s New Elec-
tronic Technologies.”

By August 30 when DRAGNET was 
announced to the world, the engine con-
tained about 80 databases. I wrote about 
the project to a number of listservs. There 

was almost no direct response, but our 
tracking mechanism through statcounter.
com told the story of the initial response. 
On the first day nearly a thousand librar-
ies took a look. Some of the visitors had 
very impressive dot gov addresses. Over 
the next week, DRAGNET was a hot topic 
in the blogosphere and the Tweetosphere. 
Later that week I heard from Nicholas G. 
Tomaiuolo, a librarian and writer at Cen-
tral Connecticut State University who 
had been doing some work of his own on 
Google Custom Search. He was helpful 
in steering us towards a solution to the 
problem of the 100 hit limit in DRAG-
NET’s results. The answer was to set up 
tabbed search categories in the coding. To 
do this, you choose “Refinements” in the 
control panel.

Once your tab is named, it can be set 
with one of two flavors. In most cases we 
stipulate that the results for this tab must 
be present in one of the sites that we have 
set with that tab, such as federal or New 
York. Otherwise, it can just emphasize 
those sites.
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Afterwards, you can go through the list of sites and tag them using a dropdown box:

After the tabs were set up, search results in DRAGNET were displaying up to 500 results, and 
the user could choose a field of specialization for a more refined search, or choose the “recent” 
tab to get up-to-the-minute results: 

By the fall of 2010, DRAGNET had grown to my goal size of 100 sites. We looked for new 
ways to use this technology, and we didn’t have to look far. Since 2009 we had been tracking 
about 150 law journals that put their current issue and at least some of their archive free on-
line. Since we already had a list of sites and the correct URLs, it was an easy task to create a 
second DRAGNET search bar to search all of the journals instantly. We then added search tabs 
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for specialized journals such as environmental and international law. We also created a Google 
Custom Search to find material from the constitutions and established law of the fifty states and 
the federal government.

In the spring of 2011, I began a project of adding the DRAGNET engines to the iGoogle direc-
tory of gadgets. These are all in the directory and accessible to anyone with an iGoogle account:

In February 2011, we entered the DRAGNET products in an annual competition to honor 
the best library publication, non-print division. Early in March, we were notified that we had 
won. I will be going to Philadelphia in July to accept the award on behalf of the library. In the 
future, we hope to create a mobile application so users will be able to search DRAGNET on 
the train. To see the original DRAGNET site, go to http://www.nyls.edu/library/research_tools_
and_sources/dragnet. To see the full list of DRAGNET products, visit http://www.nyls.edu/
library/research_tools_and_sources/dragnet1. I can be considered a resource person for anyone 
who wants to create their own such page. ■
 
Terry Ballard is the Assistant Director of Technical Services for Library Systems at the Mendik 
Library of New York Law School in Lower Manhattan. He received his MLS from the University 
of Arizona in 1989. He is the author of “INNOPAC: A reference guide to the system,” published 
in 1995, and also the forthcoming book “Google This: Putting Google products and other so-
cial media to work for libraries,” to be published in the spring of 2012 by Chandos Publishing.
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