Ubiquitous electronic super highway

2.0 Overview
In the world we live in today there exists a ubiquitous electronic super highway. Its infrastructure may exist in its simplest form as Infra-Red or Bluetooth networks, to a more common and complex network such as the internet. The existence of this electronic super highway has allowed for the introduction of Electronic Filing (E-Filing) and which ultimately has led to the use of Electronic Filing Systems. This project report investigates Electronic Filing Systems and its effectiveness if applied in the Judicial System of Trinidad and Tobago. This chapter has nine (9) sub-divisions which discuss briefly the background of the topic area, the background of the organization, a description of the problem area, objectives, the deliverables of this project and other elective information. The elective information being referred to will include the significance of the research, questions to be answered, scope of the project and of course a literature review.
2.1 Background of the Topic Area
Most businesses and organizations today have been utilizing advancements in technology to either gain a competitive advantage or simply improve efficiency. One of the more common methods being used to help meet those objectives is the use of paperless office solutions.

From a Judicial perspective, this idea of a paperless environment has been successfully applied through the use of Electronic Filing Systems (EFS). Electronic Filing, otherwise known as E-Filing had been introduced since the early 1990's and have since been successfully implemented in Judicial Systems globally. In brief, it involves the filing of information in an electronic form as opposed to paper form. More specifically, Electronic Filing as it relates to the judicial system involves the filing, extraction and servicing of court cases and other court related documents electronically by law firms. Law practices and law clerks, instead of manually commencing cases or submitting and servicing case documents, can now utilize reliable and secure 'access portals' such as filing via fax or via the internet to perform these tasks. The main focus here is that all services that were traditionally performed onsite can now be facilitated from a remote location. Electronic Filing Systems in use today do not only serve as an electronic document storage or retrieval registry. The system more or less automates the workflow of documents and correspondence within the courts. Additionally, some systems such as the EFS in the Singapore Supreme Court perform value added services such as case updates and alerts via SMS. Although many of the EFS, in judicial systems globally have been upgraded to support or perform value added functions, they usually consist of four basic modules or should I say they perform four core services. Namely, electronic filing services, electronic extraction services, a facility to electronically service documents and an electronic information service. All of these will be discussed in more detail later within this report.
2.2 Background to the Organisation
"The Judiciary of Trinidad and Tobago aims to provide an accountable court system in which timeliness and efficiency are the hallmarks, while still protecting integrity, equality and accessibility, and attracting trust and confidence." - Vision Statement

The Supreme Court of Judicature along with the Magistracy both form what is known as the Judiciary of the republic of Trinidad and Tobago. It is directed by a Chief Justice, who is appointed by the state. His responsibility is to ensure that justice is upheld in Trinidad and Tobago, thereby sustaining the organizations mission which states,

"The Judiciary works towards the resolution of conflict by resolving disputes that arise out of the operation of laws and involve the application of remedies and punishment of law offenders." - Mission Statement

To elaborate further, the Supreme Court comprises of the Court of Appeal and the High Court, whose functions are to process all family matters, criminal matters and civil matters. I make mention that the Civil matters are processed by the Civil Registry which is housed within the Supreme Court of Judicature and it forms the platform on which my project is conducted.
2.3 Description of the problem area
As mentioned prior, the Civil Registry of the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago deals with all civil matters brought before the court inclusive of contractual disputes, property disputes, accident disputes and the probate of wills and trusts and so on.

The Civil Registry has since advanced from the traditional manual system of operations, which involved receiving submissions or matters over the counter, then collecting payments and writing receipts, creating a physical file to store the documents submitted and then forwarding this now case file to the courts to be administered. The registry has now automated some of their processes by use of a Case Management Information System (CMIS). This system now acts as a point of sale and receipts are printed automatically. In addition, the documents received are then scanned and indexed into a virtual file and given a unique case number which is immediately available for processing. This system of operation can be further automated by eliminating the need for attorneys and self litigants to locate a nearby registry to conduct business such as document submissions. This can be achieved by way of Electronic Filing (E-Filing) practices. E-Filing will eliminate the problem of cases being delayed due to documents not being received in a timely manner.

******* REVISIT ***********
2.4 Statement of Objectives
To develop a critical understanding of the feasibility and requirements for the integration of Electronic Filing systems with court Case Management Systems, within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago. Additionally, more emphasis will be placed on the development or the practicality of implementing a system that enables the electronic transfer and authentication of legal documents between law firms and courts, via a trusted mechanism.

In an effort to achieve this, I have devised a plan of action or in other words outlined the following set of objectives. I intend to perform an extensive review of the literature on Electronic Filing Systems, specifically as it applies to filing and extraction of legal documents and other court records. This review may encompass contemporary applications and technologies which have been known to facilitate E-Filing processes. Prior to this however I hope to investigate the current environment within the Supreme Court. My aim is to develop an awareness and understanding of the processes and procedures in effect within the various registry sections as it relates to the filing, extraction or servicing of legal documents. Going further with my investigation of the Supreme Court, I hope to acquire vital information from all stakeholders such as law clerks, law firms and of course the judicial staff themselves. This information I intend to use in my outline of system specifications or requirements. Stemming from this, it is my intention to design, develop and test a working prototype that simulates the filing, extraction and servicing of legal documents and other court records electronically within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago. As a final point, I hope to provide recommendations for the seamless and successful implementation of an Electronic Filing System within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago.
2.5 Questions to be answered
Once comprehensively completed, this project report would have provided answers to a pre-defined set of questions in relation to the chosen topic area. Answers to questions such as what have authors, professionals and researchers stated about the Electronic Filing Systems within judicial systems? What are the benefits of electronic filing and also the benefits of integrating an Electronic Filing System within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago? What are the technological requirements and constraints of such a system? What are the major components of such a system and how can they be advanced? What are some of the implications of Electronic Filing within the judicial system and how has it impacted law practices and firms? What standards have been set for electronic filing as it relates to document sizes and formats, security and communication protocols, document authenticity and fidelity, etc? What is the future of the Electronic Filing System? These are all just a few of the questions, whose answers are expected to form the content of this project report. Once discussed exhaustively the answers to these questions should allow for a critical understanding of the topic area.
2.6 Deliverables to be submitted
Initially, a number of deliverables were outlined and submitted via the Project Description Form earlier in the month of January 2010. These intended deliverables are as follows:
1. Literature review of published papers, articles, books and websites which contributed relevant information to the topic area.

2. Analysis of existing filing and case management systems

3. Evaluation of Off-The-Shelf packages

4. User specifications

5. Documentation on the design, development and testing of the E-Filing prototype application.

6. Recommendations specific to the Judiciary of Trinidad and Tobago
Please be advised however that there have been some alterations to the initial set of deliverables due to constraints of time and availability of resources. Therefore I have decided to include in my report the following list of 'actual' deliverables:
1. A review of all materials obtained relevant to the topic area being investigated.

2. Analysis of the current practices within the registries of the Supreme Court, with more emphasis on how attorneys perform filing, extractions and servicing of documents.

3. A case study of an Electronic Filing System successfully implemented within the Supreme Court of Singapore.

4. A report on the design, development and testing of and Electronic Filing System front end application which attorneys and law firms can use to interface with the system remotely.

5. Recommendations for the successful implementation of an Electronic Filing System within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago.
2.7 Significance of research
Many of the courts globally have embraced new technologies and have transitioned from the traditional court hearings and paper-based court cultures to now virtual courts with automated paperless offices, and are now being referred to as Technology Courts. However the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago and by extension the judicial system, inclusive of law firms and other practices, have not been too aggressive in implementing available technologies that may be beneficial to the organization or the judicial system as a whole.

In an Annual Report for the period 2008/2009, the Chief Justice has made mention that "...the application of state of the art technology is creating a pathway for speedier and more effective access to the Courts and is a major priority of the Judiciary." From this statement one can infer that the need for technology has been realized and its implementation is in planning.

Some of the technologies already applied within the Supreme Court include video conferencing, audio-digital court recording, and voice recognition softwares. This annual report also made mention of the Supreme Courts intent to have its E-Services operational by the year 2010. At the time of writing of this report this has not yet been implemented. The e-services are expected to include services such as e-filing, e-application and e-payments. Hence the reason I have embarked upon my investigation of implementing an Electronic Filing System front end application within the Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago. This investigative report can be later used by the project management team as a reference or guidebook towards the successful implementation of E-Filing practices within the organization.
2.8 Scope of the project
The Supreme Court of Trinidad and Tobago is on a path to implement a number of E-Services and other technologies mentioned earlier. The aim is to streamline and automate some court activities and furthermore improve the public's accessibility to the court's records and services.

Under this umbrella of E-Services lies the focal point of my project. It should be understood that this project report will focus not on the implementation of all those E-Services, neither on the automation of the workflow of documents within the Civil Registry of the Supreme Court. Instead, this project report will focus solely on bridging that gap between the registries, in this case the Civil Registry, and external stakeholders like attorneys. This project explores one method of constructing that digital connection between attorneys and registries. This method being referred to is Electronic Filing.

I will conduct an investigative report into the E-Filing practices and the Electronic Filing System at large, with more emphasis on the development of a front end application which facilitates the electronic submission and servicing of documents by attorneys and self litigants.

