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The COVID-19 pandemic is placing unprecedented strain on Canada’s judicial 
infrastructure, with trials delayed and services suspended. But, what if the 
current health crisis was also an opportunity to rethink the justice system for 
the digital age? Find out how some organizations are blazing a trail toward 
digitally enabled e-justice today. 

Many of us are fascinated by the concept of time travel. If you were to bring a doctor 
from 1920 to a modern-day hospital, she would likely feel like she was on another 
planet. But bring a lawyer from 1920 and put him in a present-day courtroom, and he 
might not feel all that out of place. 

Many courts and other justice organizations are still largely based on in-person 
interactions and manual, paper-based processes. Where their processes are enabled 
by technology, many of the systems are outdated. 

At the same time, citizens’ expectations are shifting dramatically. In an age where 
we’re used to interacting with our banks anytime, anywhere, on any device, and where 
we can order on Amazon and have goods delivered the next day, many citizens are 
frustrated by the current model of interacting with government. This is especially true 
of the justice sector. Take the case of small claims—if you have a dispute over a $3,000 
invoice for home repairs, but you have to take time off work to go to a courthouse just 
to do the filing, and then again for a hearing, you’ll likely just drop the issue. 

In addition, laws and regulations are often very complex, even for matters like small 
claims, and many citizens don’t understand whether they have a valid basis for a claim 
or understand the process to follow if they do. Improving access to justice (A2J) for 
citizens has therefore become a priority.
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COVID-19 highlights the need 
for digital service delivery 

Largely because the justice model is in-person, manual, and 
paper-based, measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 
have caused the suspension of operations in many courts and 
justice organizations across Canada. Many court premises 
are closed and in-person registry services have been 
suspended, though some workaround processes have been 
implemented to deliver services. As an example, the Provincial 
Court of British Columbia has adopted alternative measures 
to allow affidavits to be sworn using video technology. 

There are other shining lights, such as the BC Civil Resolution 
Tribunal, which was designed to have a fully digital operating 
model and can largely continue to operate as usual during 
the pandemic. Citizens, tribunal staff, and adjudicators 
are all continuing to work safely and conveniently thanks 
to an accessible system that is resilient during the 
pandemic, as well as many other potential disruptions. 

In addition to COVID-19 highlighting the constraints of the current 
justice operating models, it’s also stoking demand for essential 
services. This is because of the societal problems engendered or 
exacerbated by pandemic-related loss of income or confinement; 
for example, BC’s Battered Women Support Services crisis 

line has seen a 300 percent increase in call volumes since the 
pandemic began.1 In the aftermath, many citizens will need 
access to justice services related to housing, employment, family, 
debt, or other problems. There are also potential human rights 
concerns with keeping people on remand longer than usual, 
potentially in unsafe circumstances given that COVID-19 cases 
have been confirmed in a number of correctional facilities. 

1 https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/vancouver-news/covid-19-isolation-domestic-
violence-animal-abuse-2237176 

Furthermore, the backlog that will be created by the suspension 
of operations during COVID-19 may overwhelm a system that was 
already struggling with capacity. It was reported that as of 2019, 
over 800 criminal cases had been thrown out over delays since 
the Supreme Court made its ruling in the R v. Jordan case in 2016 
that set limits on what constitutes reasonable timelines for trials 2. 

2 https://globalnews.ca/news/5351012/criminal-cases-thrown-out-r-v-jordan-decision/ 

Looking beyond the pandemic, budget prospects may be bleak. 
Governments may be labouring in the shadow of a bruised 
economy and massive, unplanned spending. Health and other 
social sectors will continue to be priorities as our citizens heal 
first, and get back to work and normal life second. Justice 
systems facing looming backlogs may be in no position to 
expect a massive influx of resources. The rehabilitation of justice 
systems will be a once-in-a-lifetime challenge for many of us. 

Guiding principles for accelerating 
digital service delivery to citizens 
In the current landscape, accelerating digital justice capabilities requires 
approaching the problem with a clear set of guiding principles that establish 
the tone and direction of the response. Some examples are shown here: 

Accelerating 
digital 

Sp
eed over perfection It is critical to 
respond quickly and 

evolve over time rather 
than aiming for perfection and 
delaying a launch. This requires 

faster decision-making, 
risk-based assessments and 
empowered decision-making. 

In
tro

duce an MVP approach 

A minimum 
viable product (MVP) 

focuses on solving denied, 
critical issues. 

Adopting this approach, 
while including a clear 
roadmap for evolution, 

delivers results quickly. 

“Why not X?” approach
 

Choosing a “Why not X?” 
approach prevents 

unnecessary assessments 
and creates focus on 
solving risks with the 

most obvious 
solution available 

to you. 

Don’t forget about the fu
tu

re
 

Keeping the 
long-term view 

in mind when looking 
at short-term solutions 

helps manage risk 
of short-termism.

https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/vancouver-news/covid-19-isolation-domestic-violence-animal-abuse-2237176
https://globalnews.ca/news/5351012/criminal-cases-thrown-out-r-v-jordan-decision/
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Delivering essential justice services 
There are a number of initiatives that courts and other justice 
institutions can take to permit the digital enablement of services 
in a matter of weeks and that can be bolted onto existing systems 
or infrastructure. Using cloud-based options means that these 
solutions can be set up quickly, and if planned in the right way, 
can become part of longer-term solutions so that there are no 
concerns over wasting time and budget on something that will be 
replaced later. While data residency issues need to be considered 
for cloud solutions, it should be noted that some jurisdictions have 
implemented special measures during COVID-19 to enable digital 
service delivery. 

The business of justice doesn’t have to become about the 
technology; it’s about using technology to support a system that 
puts people, fairness, security, and efficiency at the forefront. In 
many ways, it would be an extension of the technologies many 
justice stakeholders already use in other areas of their lives, 
making it seem familiar and easy to adopt. Transposed to the 
workplace, this technology can be designed to carry a significant 
load, automate simple repetitive tasks and free up staff to provide 
more support for people or accomplish more complex tasks. 

Putting people first 
Looking at the website of some jurisdictions, there are multiple 
links related to COVID-19 that citizens need to navigate to try 
and find out what services are currently still being provided  
and how to access them. This can be confusing to users who 
may be experiencing hardship and who are looking for clear, 
simple guidance. Simple but robust forms of artificial 
intelligence, such as a chatbot, can provide this guidance to 
citizens based on simple questions and answers. It can also 
help carry the load by letting users triage their own cases in a 
resource-scarce environment. 

Examining the justice system more widely, the intake or filing 
process can easily be automated using smart forms that adapt 
based on the inputs from citizens (or their representatives) and 
perform checks to reduce errors. This can be combined with 
automated and human-delivered forms of technology to assist 
citizens as they fill out forms, such as in the chatbot example.  
To start with, these electronic filings can be routed to an email 
inbox, or, if there is an existing case management or workflow 
system, a simple integration can open files to get a head-start 
on data entry. Human-centred design can also free up court 
staff by saving them from having to provide extensive help or 

correcting errors. For example, in the United Kingdom, digital 
court applications for divorce have helped reduce errors in 
applications from 40 percent to less than one percent3. This  
has associated cost savings. 

3 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/04/18/computers-should-handle-divorces-
instead-solicitors-make-slapdash/ 

“Never let a good crisis go to waste” 
— Winston Churchill 

Modern case management or workflow tools can facilitate 
interaction between stakeholders working remotely and  
allow them to continue to conduct business effectively.  
These modern platforms can automate business rules to  
track timelines and move files through processes automatically.  
They can create queues of tasks so staff will always be  
working on the right files in the right order and keep the  
system operating at peak performance. 

In addition, these systems can be configured to turn court 
procedures into simple-to-follow web-based processes.  
For example, court rules can be programmed into the system  
to guide parties through processes like serving documents  
on time and using the right methods. The platforms are  
fully capable of turning law into code, at least when it  
comes to procedure. 

In the courtroom, video conferencing technology has already 
been implemented by a number of organizations. The Supreme 
Court of Singapore, for example, will be conducting video and 
telephone hearings through the Zoom platform. In the United 
Kingdom, Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals Service is also 
using teleconferencing and video hearings, the latter using 
Skype for Business4. 

4 https://remotecourts.org/ 

Digital evidence-management tools can be used to ensure  
swift electronic sharing of evidence between various 
stakeholders and agencies, and cloud-based solutions can  
be stood up very quickly. 

Finally, citizen access and transparency can be improved via 
basic portals that grant access to information and self-service 
functionality about cases, participants, dockets, documents, 
and schedules. 

COVID-19 has created the perfect opportunity to fast-track 
digital enablement within the justice sector so that essential 
services can be delivered without interruption. It’s time to seize 
the initiative and equip justice organizations for the future, 
whatever it may hold. 

Many of the tools and technologies needed already exist. But 
whether configuration is needed, or systems are ready to use 
out of the box, the days of building bespoke technology 
solutions from scratch only to have them quickly become 
creaking, expensive legacy systems are over. Today, it’s possible 
to onboard onto existing platforms that offer high security, 
robust support, and infrastructure, and that are designed for 
clients operating on a global scale. 

The current crisis is not a welcome challenge. But it does 
present an opportunity to reinvigorate our justice systems  
to improve access while also improving resiliency against  
future disruptions. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/04/18/computers-should-handle-divorces-instead-solicitors-make-slapdash/
https://remotecourts.org/
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