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The Court's Technology  
Communication Challenge
James E. McMillan Principal Court Management Consultant, National Center for State Courts

The Hague’s Innovating Justice Forum is dedicated to improving access to justice  
via technology. The 2019 forum stressed the importance of improving communication 
between courts and citizens using mobile devices.

The ninth annual Innovating Justice Forum, held by The  
Hague Institute for Innovation of Law (www.hiil.org) on  
February 5 and 6, 2019, presented many interesting ideas for  
“bridging the justice gap.” I would like to comment, however,  
on a larger context that is a root cause of the problem 
that the solutions are trying to address—communication.

The Innovating Justice Forum focuses upon bottom-up, 
citizen-centered systems. While courts mostly focus upon  
internal systems, such as case and document management,  
it is good to listen to and think about the outside world.  
 

After thinking about what I saw at the conference, the  
consolidating theme of communication seems to be rising to  
the top. But this should not be particularly surprising since a  
great amount of legal and court processes involve the timing  
and structure of communications both written and verbal.  
This is why courts create forms and why courtroom hearings  
have a specific sequence of events from the entrance of the  
judge to the swearing of witnesses. A routine communication  
approach is very familiar to judges and lawyers.
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Law Padi
https://lawpadi.com/

This online “bot”1 provides an “automated legal assistant  
for Nigerian legal issues.” The bot structures the 
communications via a question-and-answer interface. 
This is a good way of providing information, if the  
bot’s users can think constructively about their issues.

By way of comment on this approach, the recent keynote 
presentation at the IBM Think 2019 conference, moderated  
by CEO Ginni Rometty, included an interview with 
Greg Kalinsky of GEICO insurance on their tests with 
artificial-intelligence-enabled (AI) customer-service systems. 
He noted that AI worked very well for expert users who knew  
what the next right question should be. But it often failed  
for those who had no understanding of the subject area.  
They are continuing to test and develop this interactive 
approach by breaking the problem down into smaller 
“services” (video available at http://tinyurl.com/yyb45zrf)

This does not mean, however, that the GEICO System and  
Law Padi cannot evolve. They will. But this means that  
funding and support for the systems will need to continue.

Haqdarshak
https://haqdarshak.com/home 
This website connects persons in India to welfare resources.  
It does it by structuring a person’s information, allowing 
for eligibility to be evaluated, providing options, and then  
allowing a person to schedule an appointment with “a trained  
representative to complete the application procedure.” 
This combination of digital triage and connection to a  
person (wetware) is powerful because it improves efficiency.

He! Lawyer
https://tinyurl.com/y6h29el4 

This mobile app in the country of Benin provides 
information online and can connect the user with  
a lawyer via callback. This approach uses the mobile 
infrastructure to connect 
people to one another. 

Axdraft
https://business.axdraft.com/  
This website is similar to 
Access to Justice (A2J) Author  
and LegalZoom in that it allows  
one to build a legal document  
online with the added benefit  
of being able to access a lawyer.2  
This is good for people  
who understand generally 
what they want to do.

Viamo
https://viamo.io 
This mobile system combines 
interactive voice response, SMS  
text messaging, apps, web, 
and IM (instant messaging). 
What is most interesting about 
this service is that they are 
operating in 20 countries 
and, therefore, must support 
many languages.

Let’s look at some of the finalist solutions presented at the conference:
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…the tools to build 
these [artificial  

intelligence] systems 
are quickly being 
made available 
by technology 

companies, and 
courts should take 
advantage when 

these tools are ready.

1 S. Mitroff, “What Is a Bot? Here’s Everything You Need to Know,” cnet (May 5, 2016), 
available at https://www.cnet.com/how-to/what-is-a-bot/.

2 A2J, available at https://www.a2jauthor.org/. LegalZoom, available at  
https://www.legalzoom.com/.
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Baobab Law
http://baobab.law 
This website provides tools for community 
paralegals and public-service lawyers that 
connect them to clients and one another via a 
mobile app. So, this is an inside-out approach.

The basic technical/communication 
foundations of these and  
other systems:

1. They are primarily mobile-device 
based. These are the most widely used 
“computers” and “networks.” It makes 
sense to go where the customers are.

2. They use, in varying ways, the 
communication system that the mobile  
devices provide, including apps, SMS  
text, IVR (interactive voice response), 
and in some instances connection 
to live persons or callback. Courts in 
the United States have implemented 
text and email-reminder systems for 
payment and jury service reminders. 
But what we do not yet see in the courts  
is an AI-based interaction conversation 
that can assist callers by asking 
appropriate questions and, based 
upon the responses, by providing the 
correct court and process information. 
That said, the tools to build these 
systems are quickly being made 
available by technology companies, 
and courts should take advantage 
when these tools are ready. 

3. Many systems facilitate creation of court  
or legal documents. Documents are the  
lifeblood of the legal system. Developing  
systems that break down the data required  
to create documents is an excellent first step.  
But again, technology is quickly advancing.  
We have not yet seen speech-to-text data  
capture in the courts, despite wide use  
in other business areas. It is another exciting, 
near-future direction to be explored. 

4. It is very important that the systems listed  
above provide the documents/interfaces  
in plain language. Most people with legal 
problems are not lawyers. And we have known  
for 30 years that understanding legal language  
is a significant problem, resulting in lost time  
for litigants and courts. 

5. Languages and language translation 
are a problem for all courts. Only one 
system listed above really addresses 
this problem. In contrast, the courts 
in the People’s Republic of China 
have been using computer-assisted 
spoken and written language 
translation for several years. This 
technology is developing very 
quickly and should be monitored 
and tested by the courts to, again, 
address a communication issue.

6. We really have not seen any systems in  
this round of citizen/hack/bottom-up 
development that interact with 
courts themselves. This is often 
because courts do not provide an 
automated connection (also known 
technically as an API, or application 
programming interface) for their 
systems. For almost 20 years, court 
and industry professionals have 
worked on technical standards 
to allow one kind of automatic 
connection between external  
and court automation systems.  
The most recent version of this work, 
the Oasis-Open LegalXML ECF 5.0 
standard, is attempting to address 
this by providing standards for not 
only e-filing but also for scheduling 
requests to be submitted to courts. 
Thus, the faster that courts adopt 
this interactive standard electronic 
communication approach, the more 
enabled the citizen developers will be.

Further, it is very important for courts to allow their 
systems to be used to verify information and, specifically, 
court orders or financial payments. A court’s public 
system does not have to be the internal operational data 
or documents versions. Instead, with cloud-based or 
hybrid architectures, automatic public copies of court 
documents, recordings, and data such as schedules can 
be made to systems that would not include sensitive or 
operational data. Therefore, courts should examine what 
citizens and legal professionals need and improve access 
to it via these public copies. 

In conclusion, it is important and valuable to learn from 
“citizen hacker” ideas for improving the courts and legal 
system. And courts should facilitate this by supporting 
these efforts and making interfaces available when possible.
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… the faster  
that courts adopt 

this interactive 
standard electronic 

communication  
approach 

[between external 
systems and 

court automation 
systems], the more 
enabled the citizen 
developers will be.
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The winner of the Innovating 
Justice Awards was a project called 
CrimeSync from Sierra Leone to 
“organize, collaborate, and share 
information through electronic  
case management” (see “How  
to Fix Sierra Leone’s Criminal  
Justice System Through Tech 
Innovation,” Justice Hub,  
February 12, 2019, available at 
http://tinyurl.com/yym4vxad).  
This solution is what was referred  
to as an integrated justice system 
in the past. But CrimeSync took 
advantage of modern web/cloud/
database technology. A warning 
for those who may look at this 
potential solution is that it is not 
the technology that stops integrated 
justice, it is organizational barriers. 
No organizations wish to cede 
control of their data, workflow,  
or information to a central body.  
It may work in the short term, but 
the organization will claw back 

control from the shared integrated 
system. Therefore, in the United 
States, organizations went to the 
concept of “data sharing” in the 
1990s after many, many integrated 
systems failures. This allowed each 

organization to maintain control over 
their systems but also connect and 
share. Clear organizational control 
and change processes must be a key 
part of this solution so that it may 
be successful over the long term. 

Innovating Justice Awards Winner
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Sierra Leone
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