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Integrating IT into legal practice: part 5 

Steve Kirk-Cohen SC, Cape Bar 

In preceding articles, we have exam
ined the integration of word pro
cessing and spreadsheets into legal 

practice, using MS Word and MS Excel. 
The focus of this article will be on local 
area networks (LANs) and they way 
they have been set up. In the next article, 
emphasis will be placed on the products 
or legal databases (law reports, statutes 
etc) which are accessible on the LANs 
at the various chambers, and the abil
ity to perform searches and to retrieve 
information from these databases. 

Historically, the LANs at chambers 
came into existence for the sole reason 
of providing access to electronic pub
lications which were released onto the 
market by Jutastat. The extremely high 
initial cost of the electronic publications 
rendered networking the most feasible 
option of gaining access to them. 

So what is a LAN, and why do we need 
it? A LAN stands in contrast to a WAN 
(wide area network) and - in its simplest 
form - is a physical link between two 
or more computers such that they are 
able to communicate with one another. 
The link is usually a physical cable, but 
wireless networking is already a real
ity. Networks are a way of life in most 
major (and many minor) corporates, 
and they enable those connected to 
the network to share information (for 
example, having access to each other's 
documents) and resources (such as hav
ing access to software which runs on a 
network server). 

Pause for a moment just to consider that 
- in many respects - a network in cham
bers is a liability rather than an asset. 
We are not one happy band of broth
ers working together towards common 
goals in the same way that a company 
is. To the contrary, we are by definition 
in opposition to one another, and free 
access to one another's documents is 
- in most instances - anathema. 

Why then do LANs exist? Predominantly, 
they continue to exist because they 
remain the most cost-effective way for 
counsel to have access to electronic 
products published by Jutastat and 
LexisNexis Butterworths (LexisNexis). 
As a subscriber to electronic products 
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published by these companies, counsel 
can dispense with the purchase of paper 
copies of the SALR and the statutes, 
avoiding significant capital expenditure. 
One can moreover perform research 
which is simply not possible on a paper 
law report. The existence of a LAN fur
thermore provides economies of scale 
for intemet access and the added ben
efits, for example, of networking your 
PC to your secretary's PC to enable 
document sharing as discussed in previ
ous articles 

Members will be comforted to know 
that access to one another's computers 
on the network is not easy. There are 
elaborate network security measures in 
place, which mean that one does not 
have access to any computers other 
than those to which you have been 
given access. Typically, this will be 
read-only access to the section of the 
network where the electronic publica
tions are housed. It could, however, 
include your being able to have access 
to your secretary's computer to access 
the documents she has typed out for 
you. Even if she types for more than one 
person, it is easy to configure her PC 
such that you and your neighbour each 
have access to your documents and your 
documents only. Only network support 
agents have the password and access 
information. In addition, MWeb (which 
provides intemet at most chambers) has 
a firewall which prevents access to the 
network from outside. While all net
works create the potential for breaches 
of security, this risk can be managed 
and appears to be well managed under 
the current network structures. Indeed, 
the security risks which prevail at most 
chambers generally constitute far more 
of a business risk, and our LANs seem 
to be better protected than our paper 
information. 

How is your PC connected to the net
work? A typical network link (starting 
with the box on your desk and working 
outwards) would be the following. Your 
PC has a network card installed in it; 
this presents as a little port into which a 
cable can be plugged. Following the link 
from this port, most networks have a 
cable (100 megabits per second, for the 
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technically minded) which then plugs 
into the back of the computer and dis
appears behind the skirting board. This 
cable finds its way to a 'switch,' which 
typically has up to 32 ports which the 
cables plug into. This switch (often one 
per floor or one per two floors in a build
ing) then connects via a vertical cable to 
the file server, usually housed in some 
inconspicuous area of the building. This 
server has the various electronic publi
cations housed on its hard drives, and is 
furthermore linked to the outside world 
by means of router to provide a 24 x7 
intemet link. 

From time to time I am approached by 
network members who are puzzled as to 
precisely what it is they are paying for, 
and why there are several debit orders 
being processed through their account, 
all of which seem to pay for the amor
phous 'network.' I hope the accompa
nying flow chart will contribute some 
clarity. 

The part which is easiest to understand 
is Jutastat. For reasons of unhappiness 
with the way in which the networks 
operated historically, Jutastat appointed 
PSI as its exclusive national distributor 
of electronic publications to advocates' 
LANs. As the distributor of Jutastat 
products, PSI installs the updates of the 
electronic products onto the file server 
as they become available, collects the 
monthly subscription costs from mem
bers and is responsible for payment to 
Jutastat, after deduction of a handling 
fee agreed to between PSI and Jutastat. 
In Cape Town, PSI has appointed PM&A 
Consulting & IT Services (PM&A), 
who do the hands-on maintenance and 
sUpp0l1, as its local agents. 

PSI - in addition to being Jutastat's dis
tributor - has contracted with the various 
network members for network mainte
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nance and support generally. One of the 
conundrums which has presented itself 
over the years is what support/main
tenance is to be provided. Advocates 
are notoriously unreliable sources of 
information as regards their IT when 
problems arise. Counsel merely knows 
that his or her network connection has 
gone south, and complains bitterly. But 
the causes can be many and varied. It 
could be a hardware or software prob
lem on his or her PC, or a problem on 
the network card, a problem on the net
work cable, or on the switch, or on the 
vertical cable, or on the file server itself. 
If the problem is an internet problem, it 
could be a problem with the router, or a 
problem at the ISP. 

After experimenting with differential 
charges for whether it was a 'network' 
problem as opposed to a 'workstation' 
problem, experience showed that it was 
in everyone's interests to contract for 
total network and workstation support. 
The current deal is that the support con
tract covers almost everything, inclusive 
of most software support on counsel's 
own Pc. This is subject to the proviso 
that the product is well-known software 
with which the support technicians are 
au fait. Put conversely, the support tech
nicians can't be expected to be of assis
tance with an obscure item of software 
which counsel has purchased some
where. But the loose understanding is 
that the technicians will help if they can. 
Experience in Cape Town has certainly 
shown that PM&A can help with most 
conventional software and are willing to 
try to help with other software, no mat
ter how obscure. 

The cost of this network support is also 
collected by PSI by way of debit order. 

Turning then to LexisNexis, the situ
ation is a little more complex. They 
also provide individual electronic pub
lications to network members who sub
scribe to publications ad hoc, rather than 
subscribing to the entire library for a 
fixed price, as is the case with Jutastat. 
This is represented by the direct arrow 
on the flow chart. 

But LexisNexis also have an arrange
ment with MWeb relating to the pro
vision of a bundled internet product. 
Where MWeb provide internet services 
to advocates ' LANs (and they do at 
all centres, as far as I am aware) they 
bundle the product known as 'Legalnet' 

as a compulsory add-on to their internet 
services. Thus, a combined internetl 
Legalnet service is provided by a joint 
venture between LexisNexis and MWeb 
to the networks via the existing network 
infrastructure. This is represented by the 
dual flow arrows on the flow chart. 

Moreover, and while MWeb obviously 
provide their own support for the inter
net provision at their own premises, 
for convenience they have an arrange
ment with PSIIPM&A that the techni
cians who are familiar with our network 
infrastructure tend to aspects of the 
maintenance of the internet link. This 
is represented by the direct arrow from 
MWeb to PSI. 

PSI recovers individual subscriptions 
to LexisNexis products on their behalf 
as well. 

All PSI recoveries from network mem
bers are collected by a debit order col
lection agency known as BLink. And so, 
when the tax year-end looms and you 
are frantically compiling information to 
keep the tax man off your back, the debit 
order which reads 'Blink,' is for network 
services as above, inclusive of subscrip
tions and support. 

At current rates, your debit order paid to 
BLink will typically include the R286,00 
payable in respect of the Jutastat library, 
to which most network members sub
scribe. It will also include your monthly 
network support charges by PSIIPM&A. 
And, if you are a subscriber to any 
LexisNexis electronic publications, it 
will include your subscriptions for these 
products as well. 

PSI 

Lexis Nexis 

Internet is provided by MWeb, who are 
the proprietors of the @ law domain 
name, and who use this domain name 
for the provision of email services to 
network members. They bill their inter
net services directly to counsel, the 
rates varying slightly from centre to 
centre: between R359,00 and R391,00 
per counsel, and R145,00 per secretary. 
Internet is provided by an always-on 
connection, either diginet or multiple 
ADSL lines, via the Telkom monopoly 
for these services. Included in the rate 
is a R145 ,00 discount on a home inter
net link. This is a 100% discount if 
the home link is a simple dial up, or a 
R145 ,00 contribution if the home link 
is a more sophisticated ISDN or ADSL 
link. It also entitles the subscriber to 
access the Legalnet products. 

What do you get for your money, over
all? As far as Jutastat is concerned, the 
situation is simple. You get access to 
almost all of the electronic publica
tions which Jutastat has to offer. For the 
given price, this is a remarkable deal. 
It includes the obvious, such as SALR 
going back to 1947 and AD reports 
going back to 1910. But it includes 
many, many other worthwhile offer
ings. Click on your start key and look 
at 'Jutastat Publications.' You will see 
many offerings including, for example, a 
labour law library, criminal law reports, 
provincial legislation and many others. 

As regards internet, you get the ben
efits of always-on internet and email 
delivered to your desktop. You also 
get access to the Legalnet website. For 
me, the most attractive portion of this 
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is access to the All South African Law 
Reports (AllSA), which was previously 
an internet product but which was pro
moted to being installed on network file 
servers. The value of this set of reports 
is growing (it is almost ten years old 
now) and contains a significant num
ber of decisions which are not report
ed in the SALR. Usefully, it is now 
searched via the same search engine as 
the Jutastat products (the search engine 
is called 'Folio') and, although there 
are some differences in presentation, 
you will find that searching the two is 
very similar. In addition, you get access 
to the services on the Legalnet website 
(www.legalnet.co.za) which includes 
electronic a noter-up, a legal direc
tory, a table of transfer and bond costs, 
procedural timetables and prescription 
periods, and a number of free searches 
per month on SA Company Search. 

Once the network infrastructure is in 
place, it can be utilised to provide 
many more benefits to members. In 
Cape Town, for example, a member 
saw the need for colleagues to have 
access to the Gazettes, made available 
electronically by Sabinet. As individual 
subscription rates proved prohibitive, 
he persuaded Sabinet to give a com
petitive rate for the entire Bar, and also 
persuaded the Bar Council to pay for 
the service. All members have a secure 
log-on to the service with unlimited 
access, for an effective rate of less than 
R20,00 per member per year, whereas 
the individual subscription rate was R5 
000,00 per year. In short, as more prod
ucts become available electronically, 
they can usefully be accessed via the 
networks and the utility of the networks 
increased. 

You may wonder, having trawled 
through the above, why the LAN shave 
this convoluted structure. The answer, 
it that - like Topsy - they just grew. 
The resultant structure leaves much 
room for improvement, but change is 
hard to bring about. There are several 
factors which contribute to this state 
of affairs. One of the prime factors is 
inertia at counsel level, coupled with 
the notion that the strangely configured 
networks function adequately, and if it 
ain't broke, don't try to fix it. Secondly, 
however, is the fact (and also a product 
of history) that, at Bar level, there seems 
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to be little control of the networks. 
The networks are administered without 
reference to members. Infrastructural 
changes (some good, some not so good) 
are made without network members 
even being aware of the changes. Price 
increases are announced not negotiated. 
And somewhere in this process - with 
hundreds of LAN members at the vari
ous Bars - we have lost our collective 
bargaining power. 

In my view, an ideal LAN for advocates 
would be one administered at Bar level 
by a sub-committee. Every single office 
(chambers, secretarial offices, librar
ies, and administrative offices) would 
be cabled to a file server in a logi
cal structure. Every single electronic 
publication would be available on the 
file server. Internet would be available 

'It is unquestionably so 

that research on the 


legal databases is more 

efficient than research 


on the paper-based 

old world alternative, 

and properly done, is 


quicker.' 


2417 at every point. When technology 
permits, the network would be a wire
less one, permitting members to log on 
to the network with laptop computers, 
whether they are in their own chamber, 
someone else's chamber, the common 
room or the library. The Bar as a whole 
would contract with the various pro
viders (Jutastat, LexisNexis, internet 
service provider and network support 
contractors). Costs would be recov
ered by the Bar Council from members 
and paid to the various providers. And 
this structure would be duplicated at 
the various Bars countrywide, with the 
various sub-committees liaising with 
one another to optimise our bargaining 
position. Internet provision, by way 
of example, could go out to tender at 
intervals to ensure that we are receiving 
the best deal (both by way of technol
ogy and by way of price) which the 
rapidly-changing IT world has to offer. 
The various Bars Councils could, for 
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example, negotiate for a flat rate from 
Jutastat and LexisNexis for all counsel 
to have access to all publications. 

To those who suggest that this is a 
radical and unnecessary change to a 
system which is functioning without 
material problems, I point out that the 
issue is one of control, not the desire 
for change. If such a structure existed, 
I would be the first to suggest that the 
networks continue with their present 
providers, precisely because the system 
is - by and large - functioning well. 
But when the time comes (if the time 
comes) when the LAN s are functioning 
less than optimally, the structure would 
put us in a position to bargain to best 
advantage. 

Most Bars appear to have taken the 
leap into the electronic age. Many Bar 
members are on networks, the GCB has 
its own website, and certain of the indi
vidual Bars are now running their own 
websites. It seems to be a fait accompli 
that the Bars are going to enter (and 
indeed have entered) the IT world, and 
- in my view - should adopt the net
works as a Bar project. 

The point of departure was that net
works continue to exist principally to 
give you access to the legal databases. I 
will present a starter's guide to research 
in the next article. It is unquestionably 
so that research on the legal databases 
is. more efficient than research on the 
paper-based old world alternative, and 
properly done, is quicker. The paper
based noter-up research method is cum
bersome, and one is limited by the 
thoroughness and competence of the 
compilers of the index. If they omit a 
reference you will not find it no matter 
how diligent your research. Particularly 
when indexing under subject matter, the 
compilers of the noter-up could easily 
miss a passage in a law report which 
contains an independent finding. With 
the advent of electronic publications, 
word searches are possible and noting
up a case much easier. If you have not 
yet taken the plunge to doing electronic 
research, try to pluck up enough cour
age to try by the time the next article 
comes around. In the meantime, happy 
computing. a:l 
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