1.1 Preamble:

Let me start by expressing my profound gratitude to Almighty God for making it possible to stand before this august gathering of participants from across the country to present this paper. In addition, I want to use this medium to express my gratitude to the Administrator of the National Judicial Institute, My Lord, The Hon. Justice Salisu Garba Abdullahi Former Chief Judge of the High Court of the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja and the entire members of the management committee for finding me worthy to stand before you today. Of particular appreciation is the Assistant Director Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Department, Mr. Mahmud Adamu for coming up with this in sighting topic at this critical time for lawyers particularly the Legal Research Assistants in the various jurisdictions of our Courts. 

I sincerely hope that my modest effort in highlighting the importance of Information Communication Technology in Legal Research will go a long way in helping the participants in the discharge of their duties not only to their respective Judges, judiciary but the nation as a whole. The topic of discourse today ‘‘Use of Online Tools in Legal Research’’ is a testimony of the importance which the judiciary attached to the role being played by Judicial/Legal Researchers’ in the process of justice delivery across all our Courts. This workshop is also an avenue for the participants to interact and exchange views that will help in improving the understanding of different legal research methodologies and online platforms. The position of Judicial/Legal Researchers’ is an excellent foundation for the development of a career in the judiciary because it gives you exposure which is a fountain of success in the legal profession in particular and judicial service in general. In your capacity as Judicial/Legal Researchers’, your general conduct can be described as high standard professionalism and your ability to work under pressure most particularly when there is urgency or the need to deal with large volume of work or complex assignments that might be assign to you by your respective Judges.

1.2. 
Introduction.

Each Profession has its peculiar ways of finding information relating to a particular field of study. However, it is the responsibility of the Professionals in that particular field of study to develop ways and skills that is required for finding information and storing it for use whenever the need arises. The ability to find information is a quality that Professionals need to facilitate their work. The procedure of locating and or tracing information through some laid down technics recognized is an art which must be developed by each and every Profession. 

Presently, with the advent of a computer, finding, storing and retrieving of information have been made easier, however, computer is only a tool and component of the Information and Communication Technology. For a Legal Researcher, the ability to search and find information must be learned and acquired because without the computer knowledge and skill, a researcher could find himself in a situation where he will have to go through series of materials and index which could be frustrating.


1.3. Definition of Legal Research. 

1.3.1 Research Method:

Legal Research is the process whereby materials relevant to a given situation are identified, gathered, stored and collected for use. In legal parlance, it is done through special procedures of collection of laws either from statutes, case laws, administrative regulations, Court’s practices and procedures among others.

1.3.2. Types of Research Methods.

1. Empirical Research: This involves the collection of facts and data through interviews and questionnaires etc. 

2. Doctrinal Research: This can be referred to as visualised or unpractical research. Most legal research is of this kind, lawyers go through many volumes of books, statutes and cases analyse them and make their findings and conclusions. 

3. Teological Research: This type of research, the researcher uses his experience to make definitive findings. For instance a retired Judge can use the experience he gathered during his stewardship as a Judge and write an article or a book
.

1.4 The Role of Judicial/Legal Research Assistants.

Judicial/Legal Research Assistants play a vital role in justice delivery and administration and as such they provide very important support to the judiciary in the area of research and other demands of the Judges they are working with. It is important at this stage to examine the work carried out by Legal Research Assistants and the kind of support they render in the decision making process in our Courts. Borrowing from experiences in other part of the globe, different names or terminologies are used to call and or describe them. In the United Kingdom for example, they are known and or describe as Judicial Assistants, in Australia, they are referred to as Judicial Associate while in the United States they are known as Law clerks.

In this regard, it can be said that a staff working under a particular Judge as a lawyer qualified after intensive training both at the University and the Law School. A Legal Assistant is an assistant to the Judge and has no statutorily defined duties under the various scheme of service because the term is alien to our system. In the various scheme of service, for instance the Federal Judicial Service Commission Regulations, Legal Assistants are regarded as Registrars under the Registrars cadre. Therefore, a Legal Assistant operates at the discretion of a Judge and could perform variety of functions. They perform plethora of functions ranging from research, drafting, editing, proofreading, verification of citation of cases, preparation of quarterly return of cases for submission to the Evaluation Committee of the Performance of Judicial Officers of Superior Court of Records at the National Judicial Council and the general supervision of other staff in the Court. Judicial/Legal Research Assistants often have conferences and discussions with a Judge regarding pending cases.

In an article by Nina Holvast,
 it is stated thus:

‘‘During hearing, the main public phase of the judicial process, the judge is literally and figuratively positioned at the centre. Judicial staff members are usually absent or only present in the background to record the proceedings. Behind the scenes however, judicial staff members play a vital role in the judicial process. They perform various administrative duties and in addition, they can assist judges in their adjudicative responsibilities.’’

In recent time, all jurisdictions globally employ these categories of staff, however, the role they play, the position they occupy and the duties they perform varies from one jurisdiction to another.

At this stage it is important i refer to the definition and provisions relating to Assessor in the various Rules of Courts. Assessor is described as a person who is qualified and experience in his field of specialisation and has been so qualified for a period of not less than ten years. See Section 54(E) (4) of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended) relating to the Constitution of Judges of the National Industrial Court; Order 39 of the Federal High Court (Civil Procedure) Rules, 2019 and Order 28 of the National Industrial Court (Civil Procedure) Rules, 2017. The duties and responsibilities of Assessor are akin to that of the Legal/Research Assistants and jury in the United Kingdom and United States of America.

In the English case of Olivia vs. Heller
 it was held that the work done by law clerks is supervised, approved and adopted by the Judges who authorised it. A judicial opinion is not that of a law clerk but a Judge. Law clerks are simply extensions of the judges at whose pleasure they served. In the case of singer and song writer R. Kelly who was sentenced to 30 years imprisonment by Judge Ann Donnely of the Brooklyn Federal Court after he was convicted by a New York jury when he was found guilty of pornography trial and sexual abuse of minors for many years, the role played by a committee of jury who recommended to the Judge for his conviction is akin to the role being played by Legal Assistants. In another case of George Floyd’s in the Minneapolis Court where a Police Officer Dereck Chauvin was sentenced for a second degree murder by pressing his knee onto Floy’d neck for more than nine minutes while handcuffed. The judgment delivered by Hennepin County Judge Peter Cahill was as a result of the verdict and recommendation determined by the jury selected for that trial.

However, the work of Legal Assistants cannot be overemphasised in decision making as they do so many work on a case, they drew the attention of the Judge to most important silent issues either in the Affidavit or the Exhibits, summarise arguments of parties in the written address, give opinion on the arguments that are more persuasive and also identify the aspect of the case that can help greatly in the final determination of the case. They also check whether the judgment accord with the relevant guidelines like proof reading and editing of cases referred, legislations cited, book referred, dates, quotations and even alphabetical arrangements. Judicial/Legal Assistants must have confidence and work side by side with Judicial Officers and demonstrate the ability to work under pressure. In addition they:

Analyse facts of the case; apply legal precedents and principles that will suit a pending case.

They should have the ability to communicate effectively to the Judge and other staff of the Court both orally and in writing.

They should prepare and present report on each case as to adjournment, date of judgment and also sort out the authorities cited by the parties.

They should have the ability to operate a computer and use appropriate softwares in the performance of the legal work assign to them.

They should maintain confidential information according to legal ethics and standard.  

They should be able to understand the body language of a Judge by his posture, eye contact and his voice every morning.

1.5. Case Law.

Constitutionally the responsibility of a Court is to interpret laws and apply them to facts of the case.
 Such pronouncement of Courts of records as contained in our various law reports are laws which can be referred to and applied in subsequent cases where the facts and circumstances are pari-material
. Example of such case laws are contained in the various law reports e.g. Nigerian Law Report (NLR); All Nigeria Law Report (All NLR); Supreme Court of Nigeria Judgment (SCNJ); Nigerian Weekly Law Report (NWLR); Lagos Report of Courts of Nigeria (LRCN); All Federation Weekly Law Report (All FWLR) Monthly Judgments of the Supreme Court of Nigeria (MJSC) and Federal High Court Law Report among others.

1.6. Online Tools in Legal Research. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, there have been technological developments in the administration of justice in Nigeria. Information Communication Technology is considered as one of the key elements in improving justice delivery. ICT tools such as World Wide Web (www) and the Google are very huge sources of getting information and materials for legal research. It makes gathering of materials easier than it was during the pre ICT era.
 The availability of internet services, possibility of consulting online legislations and case laws, electronic filing of cases, electronic exchange of legal documents, service of Court’s process and conducting hearings by video conference are some form of ICT intervention in Nigeria’s judiciary.

The Supreme Court under the leadership of Hon. Justice Dahiru Mustapher GCON, (Of Blessed Memory) constituted a Committee on 30th January, 2012 to design and develop a comprehensive and pragmatic Information Technology Policy which could be effectively implemented in all jurisdictions.
   Judicial Information Technology Policy Committee (JITPO-COM) is currently headed by Hon. Justice Kashim Zanna Chief Judge of Borno State. On April, 16, 2018 the Former Chief Justice of Nigeria Hon. Justice Walter Onnoghen announced that the Supreme Court had adopted the use of ICT to address delays in the nation’s justice system and would as from July, 2018 no longer accept Court’s processes in paper form.
 He said the Supreme Court would only accept filings through Nigeria Legal E-mail System and that case management tools could know be accessed electronically.  

Therefore, Virtual Court’s Proceedings and Case Management System have been deployed and captured in the various Rules of Courts to be in tandem with ICT. For instance Orders 20; 21 and 22 of the Court of Appeal (Civil Procedure) Rules 2021 contained relevant provisions relating to Electronic Filing; Virtual Hearing and Case Management. Order 58 of the Federal High Court (Civil Procedure) Rules 2019 contained provision dealing with Establishment of Communication and Service Centre for E-Filing which is similar to the provision of Order 66 of the National Industrial Court (Civil Procedure) Rules, 2017.

The Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 further justified the need for ICT in Nigerian judiciary because after the nationwide lock down, the National Judicial Council had to issue a Covid-19 circular Policy Guidelines
 which prompted majority of Head of Courts to issue Practice Directions to curtail the spread of the pandemic while Courts resumed work. 

I. The Federal High Court issued Practice Directions dated 18th May, 2020 on Virtual Proceedings.

II. High Court of the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja issued Practice Directions dated 8/5/2020 on virtual platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft, Skype or other Audio and Video means. 

III. High Court of Lagos State issued Practice Direction dated 4/5/2020 on Remote and Virtual Hearings.

IV. Others states that issued Practice Directions are Anambra, Edo and Rivers among others.

1.6.1. Legal Pedia:

Legal Pedia is a Limited Liability Company set up in 2007 to provide relevant technology to Nigerian Legal Profession by reducing the use of manual method of research within Court rooms, Judge’s chambers and registries.  It can also be regarded as an outstanding law portal for lawyers to enable them become up to date with relevant legal provisions. Initially it was named Honey Fountain Consult Limited and provides one of the most comprehensive set of technology solutions for the justice sector. Using Legal Pedia, Research Assistants can access Supreme Court and Court of Appeal cases with different facts and Principle of Law; Laws of the Federation of Nigeria; Rules of the Supreme Court; Court of Appeal; Federal High Court; the Rules of Court of the 36 states of the Federation and the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja. Others are the Fundamental Rights Enforcement Procedure Rules, 2009 (FREPR); Tax Case Forms and Precedents, Election Appeal Cases; Law Dictionary and Nigeria Securities and Exchange Commission Rules and Regulations among others. 

1.6.2. Law Pavilion:

Law Pavilion was set up in 2016 during the Annual General Conference of the Nigerian Bar Association and eventually became the Africa’s most legal technological company. It is regarded as Electronic Law Report and research software powered by Grace Info Tech Limited (GIT) for use by Judges, Magistrate and Lawyers. It can also be referred to as Legal Mobile Chamber which can be use anywhere. Law Pavilion makes conducting of research easier; it helps Legal Assistants to search for authorities on any subject and gets result in seconds as opposed to the manual search.
 

Law Pavilion contains over 9000 e-books of law reports both of the Supreme Court and Court of Appeal from 1970 to date. It has over 43 consolidated index of law digest and over 70.000 issues covering all areas of law, selected Laws of the Federation of Nigeria; subsidiary legislations, Rules of Courts of various jurisdictions and it also include judgment of the Supreme Court of England and the United States of America for purposes of global comparison. New judgments are added within 48 hours after the judgment has been released. The platform also informs Judges whether their judgments at the Appeal are affirmed or upturned.
 

1.6.2.1. Type of Products:

i. Life time Offline N150.000

ii. One Year License Offline N50.000

iii. Online Primsol Basic N30.000 One Year.

iv. Primsol Silver N70.000 One Year.

1.6.3. Nigerian Weekly Law Report Online:

The platform was launched in 2019, it is regarded as the most authoritative, consistent and exhaustive report in Africa. It is a web based online report with internet access and it can be access with any device. The online Nigerian Weekly Law Report can be used to search for principles and cases.

There are plans as follows:

i. Individual Plan:

Weekly Plan N1000;

Monthly Plan 3000;

Quarterly Plan N9000;

Half year Plan N17000 and 

Yearly Plan N30,000.   

In addition, there is corporate plan as follows:

11-50 users;

Gold plan 51-100 users and 

Platinum Plan 101 and above. 

1. 6.4. Law Care Nigeria:

This platform also provides legal information; law reports both local and foreign judgments, legal precedents, various Rules of Courts, statutes and opinion relating to Nigerian law and the general public. The mode of subscription is N2000 per month. User name, password and email are required for having access to the web sites. 

1.6.5. Nigerian Law Reports. com.

This is official website of law report of Nigeria consisting of judgments of the Supreme Court; Court of Appeal and West African Court of Appeal Cases (WACA) volumes 1-15-1930-1955. The judgments are reported according to the citations used by the Court. Subscription is N10.000 only per year applicable to Nigeria and International subscription US$220 also per year.

1.6.6. Federation Weekly Law Report Online:

This is also a replica of the hard copy of the All Federation Weekly Law Report, it started operation in 2020 and it contains all Law Reports since 2000 to date. It contains various laws, statutes and Rules of Courts of various jurisdictions. The subscription is N18000 per year.

1.6.7. Electricity Law Report:

This is another source of judicial decisions specialised only in the Nigerian Electrical Sector; it is a Bi-annual publication available in digital and print format. Among the cases reported via this platform is The Central Bank of Nigeria in a Suit filed at the Federal High Court Lokoja, Kogi State where the Bank requested for an order to freeze 157 accounts of Meter Assets Providers (MAPS) for allegedly diverting of funds meant for the procurement of prepaid meters
. 

On whether the act of a distribution company’s Agent’s scaling a customer’s fence to disconnect electricity supply amount to tress pass, this online platform reported the case of O. S. Oluwabiyi vs. Abuja Distribution Company Plc.
 On the validity of Nigerian Electricity Regulatory Commission (NERC) to sanction a licensee Disco without giving the licensee an opportunity to respond, this online platform reported Ibadan Electricity Distribution Company Plc & 7 ors vs. Nigerian Electricity Regulatory Commission.
 On whether the powers of Nigerian Electricity Regulatory Commission (NERC) extend to investigation and trial of criminal offence by officers of a licensee DISCO, this online platform reported Ibadan Electricity Distribution Company Plc & 7 ors vs. Nigerian Electricity Regulatory Commission (supra).

1.6.8. Judy Electronic Law Report: 

This is Nigerian online based comprehensive database of African case law and legislation which contains over 20,000 Cases, Statutes and Rules of Courts. This online platform can have access to case laws and legislations from Ghana, Kenya and Nigeria. Subscription includes:

i. Law Students Plan N1500 per month;

ii. Standard Plan N2500 per month;

iii. Plus Plan Nigeria N20000 per month

1.6.9. Foreign Online Research:

1.6.9.1. Practical Law Company Law Report.

This is regarded as a division of West Publishing Corporation and is a legal publishing company which provides legal know-how for lawyers and Legal Researchers. The company was set up in early 1990s and based in the United Kingdom, since then it has expanded to provide Web Based subscription services to law firms and law departments in the areas of Corporate Finances, Property Tax and Intellectual Property among others.
1.6.9.2. West Law Report.
West Law Report is an industry for legal research platforms and tools. It gives access to most comprehensive and up to date collection of legal information and is based in the United States of America. 

1.6.9.3. Google.

Google can be regarded as a reliable online research platform that can be use even in the absence of any of the online aforementioned platforms. Most cases Legal Assistants can find relevant authorities needed for their research.

1.7. Recommendation for Reforms:

Considering all that have been discussed in this paper, it is pertinent to make the following recommendations towards improving online research in our nation’s judiciary. 

It is highly recommended that Government should adequately increase the budgetary allocation of the judiciary and this will enable Head of Courts of various jurisdictions to provide the necessary Information Communication Technology (ICT) tools available for Judicial/Legal Research Assistants to facilitate their online research. This will aid them store and retrieve all information required for their research, in addition, all Courts should engage the services of any of the online research platforms discussed in this paper by subscribing to their services annually and renew them immediately before expiring.  

There should be provision of regular internet and basic internet enabled devices to enhance online research.

There is need to have an official Email for Judicial/Legal Research Assistants of each Court and WhatsApp group to enable them bring up to speed with any decision arrived at by any of the Courts. This will reduce the possibility of any conflicting judgment of Courts of coordinate jurisdiction. 

Appointment to position of Judicial/Legal Research Assistants should be based on persons with requisite knowledge of computer. In addition, they must have outstanding character and integrity taking into consideration, the nature of their work.

Judges shall undertake oversight function of check mating and assessing the performance of their Legal Assistants by giving quarterly report about their performance and where appropriate issue to them letter of commendations. 

There should be regular training of Judicial/Legal Research Assistants, this will enable them improve and also special allowance should be giving to them considering the role they are playing in assisting Judges in justice delivery.

Judicial/Legal Research Assistants should be appointed as Judges, this will further boost their morale and accords with the proposal of Hon. Justice G. O. Kolawole then of the Federal High Court, (now Court of Appeal) where he suggested in 2003 at the Federal High Court Judge’s conference in Ibadan Oyo State that Judges can use the platform of Legal Research Assistants to train and groom future Judges for Courts as it is the practice in other jurisdictions across the globe.

1.8. Conclusion.

This paper has discussed the different type of legal research methodologies, the role of Judicial/Legal Assistants in the dispensation of justice, case laws, online tools of legal research and proper some recommendations for the betterment of their work. The need for independent, respectable and responsible judiciary is needed for quick and efficient dispensation of justice. To achieve this feet, the judiciary must fully embrace Information Communication Technology (ICT) which will massively help Judicial/Legal Research Assistants whose official functions are assign to Judges. This paper has examined that technology is the present and the future and the fact that the world is becoming increasingly reliant on technology then it has become necessary for all Courts to subscribe to any of these aforementioned online research tools so that our Judicial/Legal Research Assistants can favourably compete with their counterparts in advanced jurisdictions.
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