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STRONG CASE
FOR TECHNOLOGY

Electronic storage of legal documents
is the way of the future for legal
practitioners. Report: Judith Tydd

® When the office of Brisbane-based
lawyer Amanda Givens was inundated by
floodwaters in January it could have
brought her work to a dead halt. Luckily
she had already adopted mobile
technology, which meant all her files
were safely backed up and retrievable
from home. Contact with her clients was
thus maintained.

Givens - a sole practitioner who
specialises in medical negligence cases —
represents a growing number of lawyers
using mobile technology, which gives
them remote access to clients’ files when
away from the office.

“Instead of having big piles of
documents taking up office space, it’s all
stored electronically,” she says. “It doesn’t
matter if you're out in the field, you can
manage matters on the run.

“Getting flooded brought it home ...
without the system I could’ve lost all that
sensitive client information.”

Software developers are responding to
the demand in legal practices for greater
efficiency and access to clients.

Givens uses legal technology provider
LawMaster’s Workbench, an integrated
system that hosts a client’s database and
backs up information instantaneously.
LawMaster also recently started iBench, a
legal application available on all
smartphones that mirrors the Workbench
system lawyers access at their desks.

Chief executive David Toohey says the
product will be rolled out over the next
two years to 10 per cent of his company’s
400 clients.

“Lawyers are used to doing things the
same way — they want familiarity,” he
says.

“So they want their software systems
to look the same, whether in the office
or away, and still be able to field calls
and queries from clients.”

The iBench app — which incorporates
diary and filesheet management and
email - took 10 months to develop,
including several prototypes to better
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understand issues of mobility. Toohey
estimates the iBench app will increase
lawyers’ efficiency by 30 per cent by
integrating people, processes and
performance.

While LawMaster is targeting private
practices and in-house general counsel, it
aims to offer the product to other
professional service industries over the
next three to five years.

Top-tier law firm Minter Ellison has
been using document management
systems for 15 years but the advent of
mobile devices has led to a more
strategic approach to technology.

Chief information officer Peter
Westerveld estimates the firm has
invested $4 million in IT systems over
the past two years.

These include a system called
Streamline whereby lawyers file
documents online and don’t need to
keep physical copies.

Westerveld says that while some legal
processes still require hard copies, a push
towards a paperless office is largely
driven by environmental awareness.

“At the heart of all this technology is
the fact we need to be sensitive to
environmental concerns,” he says.

Some legal areas are more conducive
to mobile technology, including
litigation, with the courts keen to cut the
large volumes of documentation.

Westerveld says Streamline was
introduced to cover more administrative
tasks. Processes such as matter intake,
file management and document
assembly are managed electronically.

On the run: Mobile
applications allow
busy lawyers to
access client files
anywhere

The firm has also extended the use of
its MinterConnect product, which
enables lawyers to communicate directly
with client systems.

The firm also provides iPhones and
Blackberrys for senior lawyers and with
the advent of the iPad and other reading
devices, the biggest challenge for the
firm will be staying ahead of
technological developments.

“Society’s demand is driving tech faster
in business than what we’re used to
seeing, so we have to adopt,” Westerveld
says. “There’s also the issue of cost — a lot
of the devices don’t replace the existing
technology we have.”

The other issues with adopting the
technology, he says, are the security of
information and ensuring staff can
manage multiple communications.

“There are more devices and
technology functions being made
available, so it's about managing the
communications media while still being
efficient and giving clients good service.

“While remote access is not new, we
also have client privilege to contend
with. How can we ensure the
information we manage and store is
actually secure? Some of the consumer
devices have been developed for
consumers and don’t have that element
built in. It’s one of the bigger challenges.”

Westerveld says Australian firms have
been slow to adopt mobile technology
compared with those in the United
States, which with its larger legal system
has had a bigger need for technology
solutions.




