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The WSIS Action Plan contains the targets with established timeframes which, if reached, will contribute to the implementation of the concept of Information Society which would be fair and open to everyone.

The Action Plan makes provisions in Item C7 for ICT-based applications which should act as the basis for Information Society development in all spheres. In addition to that, the list contains several different segments which contain a certain activity based on information technologies, such as e-government, e-commerce, etc., briefly designated with “e-“.

Though the list contains the key areas which are important for the Information Society development, we propose to introduce a new item which was omitted by the authors of the Action Plan. It is the so-called e-law segment.

However, it should be taken into account that the e-law segment which we propose implies not just some narrow segment of legal issues relating to operations in the electronic environment as, for example, in the case of the legal issues relating to e-commerce or electronic data protection. The issue under is also other than the improvement and development of the legislative and regulatory/legal framework which supports transition to Information Society. 

Besides, the e-law segment should not be confused with e-government segment. The e-government segment relates to the government support of an infrastructure required for interaction between the authority and individuals in the electronic environment, including the state form of government, state power and state administration, government authorities and local self-government bodies as a whole. Though the transparency of government institutions and democratic processes is dependent on certain legislative and regulatory/legal framework, the e-law segment has different functions. 

E-law addresses the task of facilitating the access of each citizen to legal information. It certainly cannot be denied that the e-government segment handles the issues relating to individuals’ access to certain legal provisions required in addressing administration issues. But e-law pursues a more global goal and addresses not only the infrastructure of interaction between authority and individuals in the electronic sphere. 

E-law also contains the idea of implementing electronic information distribution tools in law training, and in this respect it partially overlaps with the e-learning item. 

Besides, since Information Society development issues are of international scale, particular attention should be paid to the development of international cooperation in the legal sphere both at the national level and in the field of education. 

Accordingly, it should be noted that the e-law segment contains the issues relating to legal information distribution and improving the legal competence of the public. This segment should also include issues such as:
1) establishing and development of free legal information databases which would provide direct access to vital legal information for individuals;

2) establishing a single register of regulatory acts of CIS countries and the unified European Register of Regulatory Acts;
3) improving the information support of legal education, as well as the support of international projects focused on web-based legal information exchange.

We would like to illustrate these points with some examples. 

As regards item 1.

The Legal Internet project in Saarbruecken established by the Institute of Law and Informatics is the first free legal information system of such a scale in Germany since it was established in 1993, and it plays a vital role at both national and international levels
. The Institute created the technical conditions which contribute to the provision of selected legal information in many foreign languages. In this way, the web page of the Institute also serves as the base of multilateral international cooperation. Much of the Institute’s staff work at the Internet Project on a voluntary basis, some work is financed by different grants. 

Free information systems of this kind and, which is more important, of such a scale, are still rather an exception. Many free projects aimed at establishing information systems terminate their existence after funding stops and the data gets obsolete. 

In this connection it would be curious to have a look at the form chosen by electronic encyclopaedia Wikipedia which exists, is maintained and updated with the data inputting and modifying the data in the encyclopaedia pages by any user. The Wiki technology is very easy to use, therefore anyone can participate in building an information system through active participation and by making changes in the page and replenishing the existing information. No programming or other knowledge is required. 

The question is to what degree this technology is applicable in building legal systems. The undoubted advantage of the Wiki technology is that any modification is monitored by a great number of users. The Wiki technology allows to momentarily restore all the data which existed previously, since each page change is stored in the archives. Accordingly, the user mass monitors information adequacy.

Though it is technically possible to establish who made a particular change, it is impossible to effectively establish the author of a certain article, since all changes that have been made will have to be traced for this purpose. In other words, the encyclopaedia is written by the “people”. In the case of building legal systems such an approach is undesirable since, as compared with an electronic encyclopaedia, it is this particular area which requires particular precision which cannot be reached if non-specialists are involved. The texts of laws and orders should be constantly updated, otherwise the users may erroneously assume that the published information is true a priori. 

It follows from the above that the Wiki technology can be reasonably used when a system is built only by specialists rather than by all users as in the case of Wikipedia. If access to the page change function is limited only to specialists, the risk of publishing incorrect information is somewhat reduced, however, even in this case a project may exist only if it is accepted by the bulk of specialists (lawyers in our case) to ensure the maximum mutual control and the possibility of permanent development of the system. 

It is important to stress once again that the development of legal systems of this kind undoubtedly plays an important part in the distribution of legal information and in improving the legal competence of the public. 

One of the form of building legal information systems in Internet is also making sets of free electronic legal libraries which can also be of international nature and which enable faster exchange of ideas both in the scientific world and in the didactic and practical activities.

As regards item 2.

It should be noted that Recommendation Rec (2001) 3 of the Council of Europe was issued some time ago in respect to the provision of judicial and other legal services to individuals with the use of up-to-date information technologies. Provisions are made in this recommendation for releasing the texts of laws and draft laws in the electronic form which can be easily accessed by users and is free to individuals. 

In this connection the concept of establishing a single register of CIS countries and the unified common European register of regulatory acts proposed by the Russian Federation Ministry of Justice should be noted. This concept is based on incorporating the legal information databases of several states. 

The purpose of this implementation is to provide access to legal information regarding national, foreign and international issues. The problem of access to legal information arises not only at the national level. It is particularly pressing in the cases when a user needs some information kept in a foreign database. In this case the obstacle is not only a foreign language and differences in legal systems but also multiple differences in database use, such as different interfaces, search functions, legal document delivery and classification methods. Besides, the translations of documents into other languages are frequently classified in a way different from the way used for originals which makes the search significantly more difficult. 

Since the databases of particular states significantly differ from each other in terms of the technology employed, such as in the legal document classification methods, information search systems, different user interfaces, a number of technical issues arise and need to be addressed in the course of project development.

Building a common register would help in addressing the problems which arise in connection with the use of foreign databases. 

As regards item 3.

Item 3 is partially covered by the e-learning segment. The use of ICT for didactic purposes allows to build capacity and to raise ICT competence in the course of law training proper. This includes, apart from the development of an extensive database, the development of training courses, including development in cooperation with foreign higher educational institutions. In this way, the foundation of electronic competence can and should be laid as early as in the course of learning and should include also the ability to analyse and process the information distributed in the electronic form. Both distance learning and Internet self-training programmes are also getting more popular as a form of obtaining information. 

The Institute of Law and Informatics implemented a number of projects in e-learning. Besides, the projects which should be mentioned in this connection include online seminars, electronic workgroups, as well as electronic courses for preparation for national examination which were welcomed by students and have great success at the University of Saarbruecken. According to the plan, the students should work out some legal questions with the use of a computer which are either checked automatically or are forwarded to the instructor. Besides, student training information database is built simultaneously. 

A joint project with the Information Law Department of Orenburg State University headed by Professor V.I. Kutuzov is also based on the example of the projects implemented by the institute. It assumes a joint workshop in the Internet which will include exchange of ideas on intellectual property subjects and comparative law analysis of selected issues on this topic. 

The similarity of views in respect to legal training informatisation which underlay the cooperation should be noted. Joint work and exchange of ideas resulted in significant expansion of the operations of the Internet Project’s Russian Division. A grant was received from the Russian Humanitarian Scientific Foundation for further development of the joint project. It is planned subsequently to establish an international UNESCO Department of Information Technologies Law with participation of several Russian higher educational institutions and several international partners.

International training projects of this kind in Internet enable students from both countries to acquire the skills required for getting all the benefits of the information society.

Conclusion: It seems to us that free access to law sources and the development of legal competence among the public is one of the fundamentals of Information Society development. Since this idea is particularly important, we propose to introduce a special section under the title of e-law in the ICT Applications item of the Action Plan.
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