
Building a commons of free access 
legal expertise: The role of LIIs 

Andrew Mowbray, Philip Chung and Graham Greenleaf 

Australasian Legal Information Institute (AustLII), UTS and UNSW Faculties of Law 

11-12 October 2018, Law via the Internet Conference 2018, Florence, Italy 

 



Background 

• Research in the building blocks for AI & law started in 1950s 

• Since then,  research in other aspects of AI & law have emerged: 
expert systems, logic programming, text retrieval 

• Renewed interest in ‘AI & law’ is driven primarily by large law firms 
and commercial organisations 

 

 

 



Types of AI and Law systems 

Depending on the type of expertise being modelled, there are at least 
five main approaches:  

• ‘formal’ advisory systems;  

• ‘strategic’ advisory systems;  

• automatic document generators;  

• ‘intelligent’ litigation/transaction support systems; and  

• ‘intelligent’ retrieval system 

 



Underlying technologies 

• Rule-based systems 
• Knowledge expressed as rules for problem solving and decision support 

• Inferences are drawn using rules with known facts, and generally, systems 
have explanation facilities 

• Case-based and example-based systems 
• Reasoning by analogy 

• Statistical and Machine learning systems 
• Identifying trends and correlations in complex data using statistical and other 

models, and requires data to train underlying model 

• Hybrid systems 



Needs of free access legal advice providers 

• Most of the current focus and application of resources are targeted at 
large commercial law firms 

• Free access legal advice providers: Community law centres; legal aid 
commissions 

• Limited financial and personnel resources (large number of part-time 
volunteers and interns) 

• Required to provide advice on a wide range of legal issues 

• Funding, technical capacity and resource constraints in building and 
maintaining AI-based applications 

• Expertise is relative: ‘expert’ depends on context 

• Will likely to contribute to and will benefit from a ‘commons of expertise’ 



What role can LIIs play? 

• LII’s main motivation is providing free access legal information to 
the general public, not only to the legal profession or universities 

• Close relationships between free legal advice services and 
providers of free access to legal information (LIIs) such as AustLII 

• Community legal services as intermediaries for the benefit of the 
general public and thus key audience of LII content 

• Both LIIs and free legal advice services often face similar 
constraints: need to operate at a relatively low cost, limited financial 
resources for external paid services and maintenance 



Sustainable free legal advisory systems 

• If free legal advice services are to make use of knowledge-based 
technology then: 

• Software and knowledge-based applications need to be  low cost (preferably 
free; possibly open source); and 

• Software and applications must be maintainable from internal resources 
(external maintenance is very expensive). 

• Possible approach: ‘sustainable’ legal advisory systems 

• Assisting with the development and use of these systems fits in with 
mission of LIIs like AustLII 

 



AustLII’s DataLex project 

• Focus: ‘Legal inferencing systems’ – one aspect of ‘AI and law’ (often 
referred to as ‘legal expert systems’ or ‘legal decision-support systems’.)  

• They require the coding of knowledgebases (KBs), and the development 
of expert text resources linked to those KBs and the dialogues they 
generate, so as to support decision-making by users. 

• Building on previous work, AustLII’s DataLex project focuses on:  

• (i) the needs of free legal advice providers (‘commons of expertise’);  

• (ii) sustainability; and  

• (iii) relationship to free access law resources. 

 



DataLex features and benefits (1) 

• Support for rule-based and case-based/example-based reasoning as 
well as smart document generation. 

• Rules of any degree of complexity may be written, using propositional 
logic. 

• Support for backward-chaining, forward-chaining and procedural 
inferencing.  

• Quasi-natural-language knowledge representation provides rapid 
development and transparency for easier validation by lawyers. 

• Isomorphic (one-to-one) relationships between knowledgebase and 
legislation assist development, maintenance and updating. 

 



DataLex features and benefits (2) 

• Automated links from knowledgebase to AustLII’s legislation, cases 
and journal articles, result in hypertext links from dialogues and 
explanations.  

• End-users are therefore assisted to resolve interpretation issues 
raised by inferencing applications. 

• A familiar wiki-like editing interface for development of 
knowledgebases. 

• Collaborative development of larger applications across distributed 
knowledgebases is supported. 

 



Example demonstrations 

• Freedom of Information consultation - A simple example using 
section 11 of the Freedom of Information Act 1982 (Cth).  

• Electoral law consultation - A longer example (still under 
development) concerning disqualification under s44 of the 
Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act (Cth) and sections of 
the Commonwealth Electoral Act (Cth).  

• Finder's cases - Example of case-based or example-based 
reasoning using PANNDA.  

• Simple Will generator - Example of Document generation.  

http://austlii.community/foswiki/DataLex/FOIKB
http://austlii.community/foswiki/DataLex/ElectKB
http://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdoc/au/legis/cth/consol_act/coaca430/s44.html
http://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/cth/consol_act/coaca430/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nt/consol_act/ea103/index.html
http://austlii.community/foswiki/DataLex/FinderKB
http://austlii.community/foswiki/DataLex/WillGeneratorKB


Contacts and references 

• Email: andrew@austlii.edu.au,  philip@austlii.edu.au or 
graham@austlii.edu.au  

• DataLex community: http://austlii.community/wiki/DataLex 

• Background paper: Greenleaf, Mowbray & Chung ‘Building 
sustainable free legal advisory systems: Experiences from the 
history of AI & law’ (2018) 34(1) Computer Law & Security Review 
314; [2017] UNSW 53 
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