
Book Reviews 

Australasian Computerised 
Legal Information Handbook 
by G.W. Greenleaf, A.S. Mowbray, D.P. Lewis 
(Butterworths, 1988, $39.00) 

Quick easy access to the vast volume of reference and 
legal material is now becoming readily available with the 
increasing number of computerised legal information services. 
Material that was previously locked away on the shelves of 
dusty law books is now at the fingertips of anyone with a 
computer keyboard and access to the vast electronic data 
retrieval systems. 

The challenge is for lawyers to learn how to use these new 
services most effectively. 

The Handbook is designed to aid the transition of lawyers 
from fountain pens to computer display screens. It begins with 
an introduction to the principles of legal information retrieval. 
This is designed to serve as a starting point to understanding 
what they are and how they work. These questions are an-
swered through tutorial demonstrations of the systems in ac-
tion, with reference to the parameters of each individual sys-
tem. The bulk of the Handbook is devoted to outlining the 
different databases pertinent to Australian and New Zealand 
lawyers. 

Part A covers the introduction of the user to the world of 
information retrieval, giving a brief overview of what the 
systems are, what is involved in getting connected, and how to 
go about searching effectively. 

Part B of the Handbook is an exhaustive guide through the 
overall perspective of full text retrieval. The section comments 
on everything from logging on to complex searching of specific 
databases within specific systems. The most common and 
basic databases are introduced along with some simple search 
strategies. 

In Part C, the reader is taken on a comparative study of 
many of the databases available in Australasia, using a compare 
and contrast approach. This is particularly valuable as the 
process of how to learn about a new database is revealed, rather 
than just the idiosyncrasies of the introduced systems. 

A complete list and explanation of all Australasian data-
bases is provided in a reference format in Part D. This is the 
most definitive and exhaustive list of its kind and serves as an 
invaluable guide to the services available to any lawyer wishing 
to expand his proficiency. 

The Handbook's main advantages stem from the duality 
of its presentation: both as a quick access reference for the 
experienced user wishing to avail himself of an alternative 
database, and the easy to follow "how to" tutorial for the novice 
attempting to master the power of a full text retrieval system. 

Additionally, each section is followed by a self test, to 
check the reader's understanding of the material. These 
exercises provide a quick, concise means of reflecting one's 
comprehension of the information. 

The benefits to the lay person of learning about full text 
retrieval systems from authors who are professional educators, 
rather than technical writers, cannot be over-emphasised. 

The Handbook is easy to read, easy to follow, logical and

easily understood. As a starting point for the novice or a 
reference platform for the expert, it serves as a quick readily 
available storehouse of essential information. Its main draw-



back is one it shares with all technical reference books in that 
the speed of changes and developments in the field covered 
make it impossible for the Handbook to be completely current. 
An update is eagerly awaited when and if it becomes available. 

U Andrew Macintosh 

The New Company Law 
Peter Gillies (The Federation Press $39.95) 

The Commonwealth's introduction of the Corporations 
Act, 1989 (expected to come into effect on 1 July, 1990) 
provides an appropriate occasion for the publication of Dr. 
Gillies' new work on company law. The legislation constitutes 
the culmination of a trend to uniformity and centralisation in the 
administration and control of companies, which was com-
menced by the uniform Companies Act, 1961 and continued 
with the Interstate Corporate Affairs Commission agreement of 
1974 and the co-operative companies and securities industry 
legislation of 1981. 

With the increasing sophistication of commercial activity 
in recent years, the pace of change in company legislation has 
quickened correspondingly. The uniform Companies Act 
consisted of 399 sections; the Corporations Act has 1,350. 
Apart from its sheer volume, the current legislation is undoubt-
edly more complex and intricate than in the halcyon days of 
1961. The drafting of the Act is further complicated in an effort 
to circumvent the limitations of the Commonwealth's 
constitutional power. 

One significant development in the new legislation is the 
concept of the "close corporation", introduced by the Close 
Corporations Act, 1989. This is a new form of body corporate, 
designed for the perceived needs of small business enterprises, 
under which financial and reporting requirements are less 
extensive than otherwise but the liability of members and 
officers to third parties is increased. 

8 February, 1990 the High Court held to be unconstitu-
tional those sections of the Corporations Act under which the 
Commonwealth purported to regulate the incorporation of 
companies. Apart from the particular sections which were 
directly considered by the Court, the validity of other provi-
sions (including those in the Close Corporations Act) are now 
in doubt. It would seem that the Commonwealth was not 
constitutionally entitled to introduce the "close corporation" 
concept in the manner in which it has done since, presumably, 
the Commonwealth can only legislate for the conversion of an 
existing company into a "close corporation" but is incapable of 
regulating the incorporation of such a company. 

A degree of uncertainty thus surrounds the future of the 
"new company law" which is not likely to be resolved in the 
short term. In the meantime, practitioners will be called upon 
to advise as best they can concerning this uncertain future state 
of affairs. 
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