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Access to Justice is 
a Crisis 

“Data to Justice Pipeline”



The Reality

Tools
Skills
System expertise



The Data

Primary 
Law

Legal Data’s problematic facts:

- Legal information is big business.
- Primary law is a pillar of democracy.

○ Primary law is federal, is state, is 
local, is case law, is statutes, is 
regulations, is tribal laws, is town 
rules…

- How do we un-silo primary “laws” to 
make them accessible to our 
citizenry?



The Ideal

EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER THE LAW



Legal Research Innovations Need Open Data

GEN AI

Intelligence Revolution
Retrieval
Augmented 
Generation  

Who owns primary law?

Does it matter?



Legal Research Innovations Need Open Data

Value of free online primary law in 
the age of RAG models:

- Novel approaches to analyzing 
and parsing legal data.

- Provides the quality date to end AI 
hallucinations.

- Free market innovations.
- Open affordable legal research 

tools.
- Public scrutiny of the data



Legal Research Innovations Need Primary Law Data+

Primary Law Authors, creating primary laws, by the numbers: 
- 847 Article III judges* 
- 28,906 state court judges**
- 51 Legislative state and federal bodies
- ?? Regulatory agencies, Tribal bodies, municipalities

Free Lists of Primary Law are not enough to level the playing 
field.
*Pulled from www.uscourts.gov judicial vacancies; **Most recent Bureau of Justice Statistics State Court Operations Report, 2011.

http://www.uscourts.gov


What is Possible with 
Access to Data?



● 501(c)(3) non-profit organization
● Founded in 2010
● We leverage technology, data, and advocacy to make legal 

information accessible to all, breaking down barriers that have 
traditionally kept the law out of reach for many.

● Provide a range of innovative services, including CourtListener, 
the RECAP Suite, and Bots.law.

● Host open-source tools to crawl court websites, extract legal 
citations, find bad redactions, and extract text from 
documents.

What is Free Law Project?



Daily Awareness Tools

The initial problem we set out to 
solve was to build an “alert” tool for 
the courts so that one could follow 
legal developments about a topic or 
case as they happened.

Existing services were expensive and 
over-inclusive… (I don’t want to skim 
over every opinion from the 9th 
Circuit today.)

…or under-inclusive: detailed 
human-written summaries were just 
guessing what most people might be 
interested in, not catering to my niche 
interests.



Search Alerts & Docket Alerts

courtlistener.com courtlistener.com’s RECAP Archive









How to build a case law citator?

Recognize citations: e.g.: People v. Wende, 600 P.2d 1071 (Cal. 1979).

People v. Wende, 600     P.2d                 1071           (Cal.                1979).

Case name,         vol # reporter           page # (court abbrev       year).
        abbrev





reporters-db

Defines the canonical abbreviations and 
dates of coverage:

● “P.” cases from 1883-1931
● “P.2d” cases from 1931-2000
● “P.3d” cases from 2000-present

Indicates the type of series:

● “state_regional”

Lists the jurisdictions of coverage:

● the appellate and supreme courts of 
15 states (plus a few other things)

Pairs all the variations on these 
abbreviations with its canonical 
counterpart. Examples:

● “P” with no period, 
● “P. 2d” (with a space after the 

period)
● “Pac. Rep.”

We have this sort of data for around 
1,253 case law reporters in a file that’s 
over 28,000 lines long.



What can you do with a citation network?

Look back

● For a given opinion, list all the 
cases that it cites to. This is a 
Table of Authorities.

Look forward

● Once an opinion has been 
published long enough to be 
cited itself, look at all those 
subsequent citations.

● Ask questions about how those 
subsequent citations treat the 
opinion they’re citing. (Positive 
treatment? Negative treatment? 
Depth of treatment?)





Why build an Open Citator with sentiment analysis?
● Being able to validate if a case is still good law is an essential component of 

legal research. 
● An open citator by Free Law Project will enable competition and accessibility. 
● If a citator is easy to use and affordable, it may help to bridge the access to 

justice gap.
● Why should high-quality legal research tools only be available to those who 

can afford to pay?

An Open Citator?



What can you do?



First, Procurement

“...an agency can hire an agile software contractor 
with a solicitation that’s only a dozen pages, written 
in an afternoon, using our agile contract format.”

“It can be done under existing procurement 
regulations and within contracting officers’ existing 
authority. The savings, in time and money, can be 
enormous.”

— 18F Agile Software Development 

Solicitation Guide



Procurement References

● State Software Budgeting Handbook
○ https://guides.18f.gov/derisking/state-field-guide/ 

● De-risking Government Technology
○ https://guides.18f.gov/derisking/ 

● Agile Software Development Solicitation Guide
○ https://18f.gsa.gov/2019/08/20/an-agile-software-development-solicitation-guide/ 

● Prerequisites for modular contracting
○ https://18f.gsa.gov/2019/02/28/prerequisites-for-modular-contracting/ 

https://guides.18f.gov/derisking/state-field-guide/
https://guides.18f.gov/derisking/
https://18f.gsa.gov/2019/08/20/an-agile-software-development-solicitation-guide/
https://18f.gsa.gov/2019/02/28/prerequisites-for-modular-contracting/


Budget for Public Access

For PACER

● Long term: Make it free.
● Short term: 

○ Liberally mark filings as free 
opinions.

○ Enable the RSS feeds
○ Provide broad fee waivers

For Other Systems

● Do not charge to access data. 
● Pay for essential systems out of 

your budget.
● Provide APIs for 

machine-readable access.
○ Or at least make your sites 

easy to scrape.
● Allow easy subscription to 

publication mailing lists.



And Until PACER is Free, Use RECAP

● RECAP is a browser extension that saves you 
money whenever you use PACER.

● Everything you purchase gets added to our 
public archive and gets a permalink.

● Everything anybody else purchased you get for 
free.

● Use RECAP to save money and contribute to a 
public archive.

● Over 28k users. 👉 https://free.law/recap/ 👈

https://free.law/recap/


Neutral Citations: Simple, Reliable, Overdue

What?

● A simple citation for each decision.
● Created by the court at time of publication.
● Paragraph numbers for pin-cites.

Why?

● Trustworthy: Endorsed by American 
Association of Law Librarians and 
American Bar Association.

● Reliable: In use since 1990’s.
● Tested: Over a dozen states use these 

citations already.
● Ownership: They’re your decisions. You 

control how they’re cited.

An Example:

● Kautzman v. Kautzman, 2003 ND 140
● That’s decision #140 from the North 

Dakota Supreme Court in 2003.

How?

● Change local rules to allow or 
encourage neutral citations.

● Create process for numbering each 
new decision.

● Use paragraph numbering.
● Publish citations on your site.
● Create a table for all old decisions.



Use Our Upload Portals



FLP’s Open Source eFiling and CM System

Free Law Project is researching the creation of an open source 
eFiling and case management system.

We expect it to have better tools for filers, a modern and 
sophisticated interface for court staff, and better access for the 
public. 

We’re looking for court partners to join us in this initiative.



Wrapping Up

● Data leads to justice.
● Free Law Project is building open tools to fix what we can.
● We need courts to understand and join us. 
● Your support of our organization helps.



Thank You!

https://free.law


