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THE FUTURE, ONLINE

Online access at the Singapore Subordinate Courts

By Valerie Thean

If you do not think about the future, you cannot have one.

- John Galsworthy, 1928
The need for online access

1. We live, now, in a highly globalised economy, which is both driven by and driving information technology.  The high-speed global communications network capable of carrying voice, data, video and other services around the world is developing apace.

2. In Singapore today, close to half of our residential population are info-comm literate.  3 out of 5 homes have at least one computer while 1 out of 2 homes has internet access.  1 in 3 Singapore residents aged 10 years and above uses broadband.  Of the total local internet users, 78.9 % were aware of online government transactions and 31.9% transacted online.  E-commerce has become an everyday phenomenon.  In order to stay relevant to a IT-sophisticated community, the courts have to develop online access to its services.

3. Online access creates wider access to justice in the following ways:

(i) it allows courts to remain relevant to an increasingly tech-savvy community.

(ii) it enables the courts to educate the community on its initiatives and programmes;

(iii) saving of costs.  Lawyers and litigants are able to save travel costs and the time costs associated with travelling and waiting;

(iv) it brings to the fore a wealth of information and case precedents, allowing a much higher quality of argument from all types of litigants and more informed judicial decisions; and

(v) speedier and more responsive justice for the community.

Online access at the Singapore Subordinate Courts

A three concept protocol

4. This morning, I will not attempt to deal with all the online applications that we use at the Subordinate Courts exhaustively.  I would like to share a 3 concept protocol for the adoption of online services.  I think of them as the "3 wow!s": 

(i) "Wow! the customer."  What I mean by this is that the technology that is developed must be centred upon the customer and the primary focus should be his benefit and convenience.

(ii) "Wow! the community."  This concept refers to how courts must proactively engage the community in electronic means, wherever and however such means will enrich their lives. 

(iii) "Wow! your own crowd."  The courts must themselves be wholly aligned behind the task.

(1)

Customer Centricity

5. I start off with an example of one of our services, JusticeOnLine
  < video >. 

6. How does this service illustrate my point?

(i) the technology is fairly simple to use;  

(ii) it is also inexpensive, as most lawyers already have broadband access for research purposes; 

(iii) it saves litigants and solicitors waiting and travelling time.  It enables them to deal with their court matters in the midst of a busy afternoon;  

(iv) The fact that we have extended the service across the civil, family and criminal divisions helps, it enables lawyers to deal with varied matters throughout the day.  Our mediation services may also be thus conducted;

(v) the holistic packaging of booking, queueing and billing enables the service to be conveniently accessed and used through a single 'stop'.

(2)

Engaging the community in the move toward online products

7. This point is closely tied to the first, because culture is as important as the technology. Mindsets limit your use of technology.  If your users fail to grasp how the technology can enrich their lives, the technology falls into desuetude.  This is even more important for online services, because these services hinge upon online users.

8. Public.  Take the public, for example.  The general public is very important to us at the Singapore Subordinate Courts, because they form the bulk of our users.  We have the jurisdiction for all family cases, criminal cases save for serious offences such as rape and murder, and civil cases up to a monetary limit of $250,000.  We need to make sure they are aware of our services.  

(i) The media is very important.  

(ii) Brochures are also made readily available.  

(iii) As more and more people come online, the website is also important.  As an example, our website has a full suite of court schedules; progamme information; legal resources; application forms even.  Most people are not interested in the courts until they are prosecuted or getting divorced.  When that happens, the website is really their first port of call.  

9. Lawyers.  Advocates and solicitors, too, are a crucial component.  The theoretical benefits of technology will remain theoretical unless their mindsets are changed.  To build buy-in: 

(i) we work with the legal fraternity in coming up with new initiatives.  JusticeOnLine, for example, was developed closely with the legal fraternity. 

(ii) When all else fails, there is, of course, the monetary incentive.  We obtained a grant from the Info-Comm Development Authority to co-pay their infrastructure and set-up costs, and that certainly helped.

10. A consistent approach.  In moving the community towards electronic means of access, the courts are very consistent in our approach and bias toward using technology to deepen and widen the justice process.  This is important, because each type of technology builds upon the last.  Using any type of technology reinforces the overall education experience.  For example, in 1996, we launched the Automated Traffic Management System (ATOMS) which deals with minor traffic fines.  Litigants could use (and still do use) the system from various multimedia kiosks which had the look and feel of bank ATMs across Singapore to plead guilty and pay the fines.  This lowered greatly the volume of our traffic courts.  More importantly, it was a form of technology that the public were comfortable with, because using a bank ATM was something everyone could do.  

11. Today, all civil claims are covered by the Electronic Filing System, or EFS, as we know it.  This comprises 4 services.  The main service is the Electronic Filing Service.  This allows law firms to file civil documents electronically through the web-based front-end system.  Solicitors who do not have the online facilities use our service bureaux to file court documents.  A second service is the Electronic Extracts Service.  This allows the process of seeking approval and extraction of copies of cause papers from the court to be done from a lawyer's office.  They can make an online search, and have copies of documents emailed to them.  The third service is the electronic service of documents facility.  This enables law firms to serve documents on each other.  The fourth is the electronic information service.  Law firms may search the courts' databases electronically.  This Electronic Litigation Service is now aided by the Mobile Information Service, which allows mobile telephone users to request information on hearings and trials before judges and registrars by SMS.

12. In encouraging the use of technology, I hasten to add that not every solution needs to be high-tech.  What is more important is to harness the full potential of technology to enrich lives.  Even the humble email can have its uses.  We have programmes where we mediate by email.  In e@dr, contesting parties in contract and commercial disputes send the online mediator emails and the mediation is conducted through the email.  For eCDRI, this online mediation involves a judge from a foreign jurisdiction, who adds a different judicial perspective.  

(3)
Aligning court staff behind the online effort

13. The most important paradigm shift, nevertheless, is the internal one.  Without internal support from court staff and officers, any change simply cannot work.  How to change their mindset?  Sometimes, within an organisation, the coersive means can be very effective.  I remember well the day the leave system went online.  I couldn't apply for leave if I didn’t learn how to use it!

14. But, as with all human beings, the persuasive means is still the best.  First, online technology must be pervasive, it must be part of an organisation's lifestyle.  This educates officers to the benefits of technology, and its use.  At the Subordinate Courts, we use online products in the area of case management, knowledge management, and administration.  

15. Case management.  Case management tools are not new and I do not propose to dwell on these at length.  At the Subordinate Courts, for criminal matters, we have the Singapore Case Reporting and Information Management System, the Tickets and Summons System 2000.  For civil matters, we have a civil system in tandem with the Electronic Filing System, and the Differential Case Management System facilitates the management of time-lines for civil cases. 

16. Knowledge management.  Knowledge management is an important area, because judicial work is knowledge work.  Every judge knows the nightmare of relying on an outdated statute.  So we have legislation, case reference materials, papers and guidelines put online.  In that way, it's updated, and with a search engine, you get the information fast.  We have discussion groups with databases maintained online.  We also have an international discussion group, called the eJudges' Corridor, where specific topics are discussed with judges from other jurisdictions.

17. Administration.  It is never a good idea to talk to lawyers about administration!  I will limit the torture to one example.  Our performance is tracked using a web-based tool.  A Justice Scorecard system monitors key performance indicators. Red lights indicate problem areas, or warning amber lights show up areas that need some work.  Of course, the green lights are the most welcome to officers!

18. Beyond the pervasiveness that educates and creates a culture comfortable with technology, there are three important points to remember.  The training must be effective.  Help must always be on hand, in the event of hiccups.  And there must be a contingency plan for that inevitable system crash.

Summary of the protocol

19. Let me summarise the three concept protocol grapically
.  In the outermost concentric circle, we have the courts, whose officers are aligned to the use and benefits of technology.  This allows the courts to engage the community in the use of online services, with a variety of products.  And at the centre, fabulous products that delight the customer. 

The online access future
20. Thomas Watson supposed some 50 years ago that 'there is a world market for about 5 computers'
.  Since that time, the internet has opened up many vistas of opportunities for courts all over the world.  The administration of justice has never been more exciting.  Nor has there yet been such a wealth of tools available, to make judiciaries more accessible, more responsive, more timely, more effective.  I end with a poem by Hilaire Belloc that encapsulates our approach, that technology should be used wherever it can be, to enrich the lives of our community:

"I am a sundial, I make a botch,

Of what is done far better by a watch."

� The author is a District Judge at the Singapore Subordinate Courts and has been involved in various online technology projects there.  She is grateful to Magistrate Eric Tin for his help in the preparation of this paper.


� JusticeOnLine is a web-based broadband video-conferencing system that enables the court to conduct multi-party court hearings.  This allows lawyers to operate from their offices, saving them travelling time.  And they no longer have to wait in queue outside judges' chambers.  There is online booking, queueing, and billing to enable and complement the online hearing facility.  The service has been extended to the mediation centre and civil, family and criminal divisions of the Subordinate Courts.


� Slide shows three concentric circles of decreasing sizes, each circle within the other, with the outermost being the largest and the innermost the smallest.  The customer focus is at the core.


� B Sterling, 'A Century of Science Fiction' (1999) Time Magazine, Mar 29, 126, p. 128.
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