
The Central Records System

The Central Records System (“CRS”) is an extensive system of records
consisting of applicant, investigative, intelligence, personnel, 
administrative, and general files compiled and maintained by the FBI 
in the course of fulfilling its integrated missions and functions as a law 
enforcement, counterterrorism, and intelligence agency to include 
performance of administrative and personnel functions. The CRS spans
the entire FBI organization and encompasses the records of FBI HQ, 
FBI Field Offices, and FBI Legal Attaché Offices (“Legats”) worldwide.

The CRS consists of a numerical sequence of files, called FBI 
“classifications,” which are organized according to designated subject 
categories.  The broad array of CRS file classification categories 
include types of criminal conduct and investigations conducted by the 
FBI, as well as categorical subjects pertaining to counterterrorism, 
intelligence, counterintelligence, personnel, and administrative 
matters. For identification and retrieval purposes across the FBI, when 
a case file is opened, it is assigned a Universal Case File Number 
(“UCFN”) consisting of three sequential components: (a) the CRS file 
classification number, (b) the abbreviation of the FBI Office of Origin 
(“OO”) initiating the file, and (c) the assigned individual case file 
number for that particular subject matter.1  Within each case file, 
pertinent documents of interest are “serialized,” or assigned a 
document number in the order which the document is added to the 
file, typically in chronological order.

The CRS General Indices and Indexing

The general indices to the CRS are the index or “key” to locating 
records within the enormous amount of information contained in the 
CRS.  The CRS is indexed in a manner which meets the FBI’s 
investigative needs and priorities, and allows FBI personnel to 
reasonably and adequately locate pertinent files in the performance of 
their law enforcement duties.  The general indices are arranged in 
alphabetical order and comprise an index on a variety of subject 
matters to include individuals, organizations, events, or other subjects 
of investigative interest that are indexed for future retrieval.  The 
entries in the general indices fall into two category types:

(a) Main entry.  This entry pertains to records indexed to the main 

1 For example, in a fictitious file number of “11Z-HQ-56789;” the “11Z” component 
indicates the file classification, “HQ” indicates that FBI Headquarters is the FBI OO of the 
file, and “56789” is the assigned case-specific file number.



subject(s) of a file, known as “main file” records.  The “main” 
entry carries the name of an individual, organization, or other 
subject matter that is the designated subject of the file.

(b) Reference entry.  This entry, or a “cross-reference,” pertains to 
records that merely mention or reference an individual, 
organization, or other subject matter that is contained in a 
“main” file record about a different subject matter. 

FBI Special Agents (“SA”) and/or designated support personnel may 
index information in the CRS by individual (persons), by organization 
(organizational entities, places, and things), and by event (e.g., a 
terrorist attack or bank robbery). Indexing information in the CRS is 
based on operational necessity, and the FBI only indexes that 
information considered relevant and necessary for future retrieval.  
Accordingly, the FBI does not index every individual name or other 
subject matter in the general indices.

Automated Case Support

Automated Case Support (“ACS”) is an electronic, integrated case 
management system that became effective for FBIHQ and all FBI Field 
Offices and Legats on October 1, 1995. As part of the ACS 
implementation process, over 105 million CRS records were converted 
from automated systems previously utilized by the FBI into a single, 
consolidated case management system accessible by all FBI offices.  
ACS has an operational purpose and design to enable the FBI to 
locate, retrieve, and maintain information in its files in the 
performance of its myriad missions and functions.2

The Universal Index (“UNI”) is the automated index of the CRS and 
provides all offices of the FBI a centralized, electronic means of 
indexing pertinent investigative information to FBI files for future 
retrieval via index searching.  Individual names are recorded with 
applicable identifying information such as date of birth, race, sex, 
locality, Social Security Number, address, and/or date of an event.  
Moreover, ACS implementation built upon and incorporated prior 
automated FBI indices; therefore, a search employing the UNI 
application of ACS encompasses data that was already indexed into 

2 ACS and the next-generation Sentinel system are relied upon by the FBI daily to fulfill 
essential functions such as conducting criminal, counterterrorism, and national security 
investigations; background investigations; citizenship and employment queries; and security
screening, to include Presidential protection.



the prior automated systems superseded by ACS.  As such, a UNI 
index search in ACS is capable of locating FBI records well before its 
1995 FBI-wide implementation to the present day in both paper and 
electronic format.3  Currently, UNI consists of approximately 116.1 
million searchable records and is updated daily with newly indexed 
material.

ACS and Sentinel

Sentinel is the FBI’s next-generation case management system that 
became effective FBI-wide on July 1, 2012. Sentinel provides a web-
based interface to FBI users, and it includes the same automated 
application that is utilized in ACS. After July 1, 2012, all FBI generated 
records are created electronically in case files via Sentinel; however, 
Sentinel did not replace ACS and its relevance as an important FBI 
search mechanism. Just as pertinent information was indexed into UNI
for records generated in ACS before July 1, 2012, when a record is 
generated in Sentinel, information is indexed for future retrieval.  
Moreover, there is an index data sharing nexus between the Sentinel 
and ACS systems whereby information indexed into Sentinel is 
replicated or “backfilled” into ACS. In sum, the Sentinel case 
management system builds on ACS and shares its operational 
purpose; Sentinel provides another portal to locate information within 
the vast CRS for FBI records generated on or after July 1, 2012.

3  Older CRS records that were not indexed into UNI as result of the 1995 ACS consolidation 
remain searchable by manual review of index cards, known as the “manual indices.”  A 
search of the manual indices is triggered for requests on individuals if the person was born 
on or before January 1, 1958; and for requests seeking information about organizations or 
events on or before January 1, 1973.  Records created after these dates would be captured 
through a UNI search.


