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THE LAWYER S DESKTOP

Peter C. Hart is a lawyer and 
President of Legalware Inc. of 
Toronto Canada. Legalware 
focuses on computerising 
lawyers’ desktops with 
programs such as Document 
Modeler. This program 
together with other automatic 
document generation 
programs is having a 
significant impact on legal 
practice automation.

During a recent lecture tour of 
Australia as guest of the 
Australian Young Lawyers 
Section of the Law Council, 
Mr. Hart shared some of his 
thoughts on the application of 
computers to the legal 
professions. He believes that, 
like many purchases, lawyers 
buy computers without 
correctly prioritising their 
needs and therefore their 
requirements. They wrongly 
believe that hardware is their 
biggest expense. In 
decreasing order, the real cost 
is firm information, training, 
software, and least of all, 
hardware.

Firm information comprises 
data relating to clients, 
matters, lawyers, precedents 
etc. Accounting is but a small 
subset and therefore should be 
given much less emphasis 
than most firms presently 
place on it. The most 
expensive component of firm 
infonnation is data entry.
Once in the system, however 
it is useful in many places, 
many times over. In the 
future, multiuser distributed 
databases such as Oracle 
which is available on a 
number of different systems, 
will be the safe repository of 
this valuable resource.

To capitalise on this resource, 
lawyers will need powerful

workstations on their desks.
A little over 5% of North 
American lawyers personally 
use a computer. 
Encouragingly, half of those 
have purchased their desktop 
assistants in the last 12 
months. What will hasten 
acceptance is the spread of 
Macintosh-like or other 
window interfaces on 
different computers. There 
needs to be uniformity 
between programs, to assist 
lawyers in learning about the 
different software available.

Nevertheless, lawyers can 
expect many benefits from 
computers because of a 
computers ability to leverage 
a lawyer’s intelligence, 
improve the lawyer’s own 
memory, and then effectively 
dispatch the lawyer’s work 
product. Inter-office 
electronic mail, for example, 
has been shown to produce a 
phenomenal gain in 
productivity.

To benefit, however, lawyers 
must personally use the 
computer. Other roles in a 
law office must also change. 
Document production, for 
example, should be closely 
analysed. In most firms, 
documents go back and 
forward between the lawyer 
and the word processing 
operator. However, apart 
from handling, fonnatting etc, 
the word processing operator 
does not add any value.
Hence progressive North 
American firms are 
recognising the advantages of 
giving desktop computers to 
any lawyers who want one. 
The choice presented is 
typically either to have their 
own personal secretary, or to 
share a secretary with another 
lawyer and receive a personal

computer. The smart ones are 
going for the latter.

These finns are also finding 
that it is extremely important 
to create capital out of their 
collective knowledge. This 
will help lawyers escape from 
the practice of time billing 
which will increasingly prove 
unfair for both lawyers and 
clients. Mr. Hart recalls how 
one Canadian lawyer was 
approached by a bank 
manager to settle complex 
loan documentation within 36 
hours. A few hours later, the 
manager rang back asking if 
he could also prepare the 
documentation for the other 
side as he could find no—one 
to do it within the time.
When the documentation was 
completed as instructed a bill 
was presented to the bank 
manager for $25,000. The 
manager asked that the size of 
the bill be reduced as he 
believed there was no 
reasonable hourly rate which 
could justify the fee. The 
lawyer’s response was that 
the bill was already reduced 
and that the matter normally 
would have been billed for an 
amount closer to $40,000 for 
having completed documents 
for both sides. It would also 
have taken much longer.

The fact that such technology 
had the potential for causing a 
fundamental change in the 
way we are practising law 
was predicted more than two 
years ago, in the National 
Law Journal (8 December 
1986 at p i7) by a lawyer with 
Fasken & Calvin, one of 
Canada’s largest firms. 
Interestingly, that firm has 
used that same technology. It 
did such a good job of 
capturing its collective 
knowledge that it set up a
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company to market Faskens 
Precedents to other law firms. 
Their document modelled 
Practice Guide for Collections 
Actions, for example, allows 
other firms to do work which 
was previously not profitable. 
More importantly, it allows 
the lawyer/author in Fasken & 
Calvin to profit from his

investment by making 
available to other lawyers and 
ultimately their clients, his 
knowledge and experience.

With greater returns to both 
the lawyer and the user, 
automatic document 
generation and matter 
modelling systems will

proliferate and law firms who 
fail to utilize or at least 
become cognizant of such 
developments may fall 
behind.
Simon Lewis, Director Legal 
Management Consultancy 
Services (LMCS) Pty Ltd.

Lawyers Offer Database

Intelprop, the database 
formed by Baker &
McKenzie contains 
information from up to 3000 
international online databases. 
The database grew from an 
inhouse system developed by 
the firm to search national

and international databases 
for trademark and patent 
information.

The database does not rely on 
clients having a terminal 
although access through e- 
mail is available. Information

will be sent to clients by 
telex, fax or courier. The 
database administrator Diana 
Sharpe (008) 252 679 can be 
contacted for further 
information.

COMING MEETINGS

2 November The UK Copyright, Designs & Patent Bill
David Lewis
Consultant, Michell Sillar & Brown 
12.30pm Level 2, 170 Phillip St, Sydney

7 December Gala End of Year Meeting
Catching Pirates and the Loot
David Johnstone, Federation Against Software Theft (FAST)
Jim FitzSimmons, Partner Abbott Tout Russel Kennedy 
Jim Lahore, Partner Malleson Stephen Jaques (Melbourne), Director of 
Studies in Post Graduate Diploma in Intellectual Property Law, 
University of Melbourne, Faculty of Economic and Commerce.

ALL MEETINGS ARE ACCREDITED FOR MCLE POINTS BY THE LAW SOCIETY


