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Introduction

The pursuit of efficiency and transparency in judicial systems has driven a global wave of
technological innovation. India's e-Courts project, a flagship initiative aimed at modernizing
the nation's judiciary, stands as a prominent example of this trend. By digitizing records,
implementing online portals like the National Judicial Data Grid (NJDG), and introducing
automated case management systems, the project seeks to expedite legal proceedings,
enhance accessibility, and promote greater transparency. These advancements hold immense
promise for improving the delivery of justice in a country burdened by a significant backlog
of cases.

However, the integration of technology into complex social systems like the judiciary is
rarely a straightforward process. While technological solutions offer the potential for
increased efficiency and accessibility, they also introduce new challenges and potential
pitfalls. One critical area of concern is the impact of these technologies on marginalized
communities and individuals with limited digital literacy or access to resources. The very
tools designed to empower citizens can inadvertently create new forms of exclusion if not
implemented thoughtfully and ethically.
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Disclaimer: The following case is a fictionalised narrative with data and references to
real-life situations.
A. Ravi's Story: The Algorithm and the Accusation

Ravi Kumar, a small-scale farmer from a village near Panipat, Haryana, had always relied on
traditional methods of water management for his fields. His family had been farming this
land for generations, and the village elders had long recognized their right to draw water from
a nearby canal according to established customary practices. These practices, while well-
understood within the community, were not formally documented in the digitized land
records maintained by the state government.

With the implementation of the e-Courts project and the National Judicial Data Grid (NJDG),
the local court system underwent a significant transformation. The introduction of the Case
Information System (CIS) and the Interoperable Criminal Justice System (1CJS) aimed to
streamline case management and improve efficiency. However, these changes had unintended
consequences for people like Ravi.

A dispute arose with his neighbor, Mr. Sharma, who claimed a larger share of the canal
water. Mr. Sharma, more familiar with the formal legal system, filed a case using the e-filing
portal, a key component of the e-Courts initiative. The case was automatically entered into
the NJDG and categorized based on keywords related to water rights and land disputes.

Here's where the problems began for Ravi. The automated system, using NLP algorithms,
flagged Ravi as a “repeat offender” due to a minor traffic violation from five years prior,
which had been recorded in the ICJS database. This prior offense, completely unrelated to the
current water dispute, triggered a process that fast-tracked Ravi’s case to a special “efficiency
court” designed to quickly resolve cases identified as having similar precedents.

The efficiency court, equipped with video conferencing facilities and large screens displaying
data from the NJDG, conducted hearings remotely. Ravi, who had never used a computer or
participated in a video conference, found the process disorienting. The judge, under pressure
to meet targets set by the e-Courts project’s performance metrics, relied heavily on the data
presented by the CIS, which included the automated categorization of the case and the
“repeat offender” flag.

The legal jargon used in the proceedings, combined with the technical complexities of the
video conferencing system, created a significant communication barrier for Ravi. He couldn’t
fully understand the charges against him, or the evidence being presented. The automated
reports generated by the NJDG, showing complex statistical analyses of similar cases, were
completely meaningless to him. He felt overwhelmed and unable to effectively present his
side of the story.
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Ravi had brought witnesses from his village who could testify about the traditional water
rights agreements, but the court, focused on the data from the CIS and NJDG, gave little
weight to their testimony. The automated system had categorized his case as similar to others
involving documented land ownership disputes, failing to recognize the significance of the
customary practices recognized within his community.

The language barrier was another significant issue. While the court hearings were conducted
in Hindi, which Ravi understood, the official documents generated by the system, including
the case summaries and legal notices, were primarily in English. He was unable to read these
documents and fully understand the legal implications of the proceedings.

The outcome was devastating for Ravi. The court ruled in favor of Mr. Sharma, relying on
the information presented by the automated system. Ravi felt that he had been denied a fair
hearing, not due to the merits of his case, but because of his inability to navigate the
complexities of the technologically driven justice system. He felt that the e-Courts project,
intended to bring justice closer to the common man, had instead created a new barrier to
justice for people like him. He felt betrayed by the Digital India initiative, which he had heard
about on the radio, and which was supposed to empower citizens with technology.

Synopsis: The implementation of automated systems within the e-Courts project, including
the NJDG, CIS, and ICJS, while intended to improve efficiency, leads to a denial of a fair
hearing for a marginalized farmer due to communication barriers, algorithmic bias, and an
overemphasis on speed.

Keywords: e-Courts, NJDG, CIS, ICJS, Digital India, inclusivity, automation, algorithmic
bias, access to justice, communication, digital divide.

Learning Objectives:

Identifying the potential ethical and social implications of using automation in the

judicial system.

e Understanding the importance of human oversight and due process in automated
decision-making.

o Evaluating the impact of communication barriers on access to justice in a
technologically driven legal environment.

« Proposing strategies for mitigating the risks of algorithmic bias and ensuring fairness

in automated justice systems.

Discussion Questions:

e How does the automated system fall short in meeting Ravi's specific needs as a litigant,
considering factors like local customs, legal terminology, digital literacy, and the impact of
the prior offense flag?
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¢ In what ways might the e-Courts project's focus on efficiency undermine fundamental
principles of due process and a fair hearing, and what are the ethical implications of
prioritizing speed over individual justice?

e What practical modifications can be made to the existing automated system to improve
equity and accessibility, without completely overhauling the technology?

e Beyond benefiting marginalized individuals like Ravi, how could these changes positively
influence other stakeholders in the judicial system, such as lawyers, judges, and court staff?
e What are the broader, long-term societal consequences of increasing reliance on automated
systems within the justice system, beyond the immediate impact on individual cases?
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B. Teaching Note
Case Overview

Ravi Kumar's case illustrates the potential pitfalls of implementing automated systems in the
justice system without adequate consideration for communication, ethics, and human factors.
While the e-Courts project, with initiatives like the NJDG, CIS, and ICJS, aims to improve
efficiency and transparency, the case demonstrates how an overemphasis on speed and
reliance on algorithms can lead to unintended consequences, particularly for marginalized
individuals. Ravi's experience highlights the need for a more balanced approach that
combines technological innovation with a commitment to due process, fair hearing, and
access to justice for all.

Learning Objectives

1. Recognizing the need for ethical considerations in technological interventions:
Students should critically examine the ethical dimensions of using automation in the
justice system, considering issues such as algorithmic bias, transparency, and
accountability.

2. ldentifying gaps in communication and accessibility within the e-Courts project:
The case highlights the communication barriers created by complex technology and
legal jargon, particularly for individuals with limited digital literacy and legal
knowledge. Discussions should focus on identifying specific communication gaps and
their impact on access to justice.

3. Proposing strategies for mitigating the risks of automation in the judicial system:
Students will be asked to develop strategies to ensure fairness, transparency, and
human oversight in automated decision-making processes.

4. Sensitization towards the potential for technology to exacerbate existing
inequalities: Students should develop an awareness of how technology can perpetuate
or even amplify existing social and economic disparities if not implemented carefully
and ethically.

Discussion Questions

1. What are the major gaps between the automated system’s capabilities and Ravi’s
needs as a litigant? This question invites students to analyze the mismatch between
the technological solution and the human context. Students should identify issues such
as lack of consideration for local customs, limited understanding of legal jargon,
difficulties with digital interfaces, and the impact of the “repeat offender” flag.

2. How can the emphasis on efficiency within the e-Courts project potentially
conflict with the principles of due process and fair hearing? The focus here is on
the ethical trade-offs between speed and justice. Students should consider how
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pressure to meet efficiency targets can lead to overlooking individual circumstances
and denying litigants a meaningful opportunity to be heard.

What changes, without dismantling the automated system entirely, can be
implemented to make it more equitable and accessible? This question encourages
students to propose practical solutions within the existing technological framework.
They should consider options such as improved user interfaces, multilingual support,
access to legal aid, mechanisms for human review of automated decisions, and
integration of customary law into the system.

Apart from marginalized individuals like Ravi, will these changes positively
impact other stakeholders in the judicial system? How? This question prompts
students to consider the broader benefits of a more human-centered approach to
technology in the legal system. They should analyze how improved communication
and transparency can enhance trust and confidence in the judicial process for all
stakeholders.

Apart from the immediate outcome of Ravi’s case, what are the long-term
societal implications of relying heavily on automated systems in the justice
system? This question encourages students to think critically about the potential for
technology to exacerbate existing inequalities and erode trust in the rule of law.

Key Teaching Concepts

1. Ethics in technological interventions: This case underscores the importance of

considering ethical implications when implementing technology in sensitive areas like
the justice system.

Balancing efficiency with due process: The case explores the tension between the
desire for efficiency and the need to uphold fundamental principles of justice.
Human-centered design in technology: The case emphasizes the importance of
designing technology that is accessible, understandable, and responsive to the needs
of all users.

Transparency and accountability in automated systems: The case highlights the
need for transparency in how automated systems work and for mechanisms to hold
them accountable for their decisions.

Teaching Approach and Methodology

Case Discussion: Begin by asking students to analyze Ravi's experience and identify
the key ethical and communication challenges raised by the case. Use the discussion
questions to guide the conversation and encourage critical thinking about the trade-
offs between efficiency and justice.

Debate: Host a debate on the tension between prioritizing ethical considerations
versus acknowledging necessary compromises due to technical limitations

Group Work: Divide students into small groups and ask them to develop
recommendations for improving the e-Courts project to address the issues raised in
the case. Encourage them to consider both technological and policy-based solutions.
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o Peer Feedback: Have groups present their recommendations and provide
constructive feedback to each other. This will help refine their ideas and deepen their
understanding of the complexities involved.

e Wrap-up: Conclude by discussing the broader implications of the case study for the
use of technology in the public sector. Emphasize the importance of ethical
considerations, user-centered design, and ongoing evaluation to ensure that
technology serves the



Pranjal 10

Conclusion

This case highlights the critical need to balance technological advancement with ethical
considerations and user-centered design in justice systems. While digitization and
automation offer potential for increased efficiency and transparency, prioritizing technical
feasibility over fairness, due process, and effective communication can create new
barriers to justice, especially for marginalized communities. True progress requires a
commitment to inclusivity, robust ethical frameworks, and ongoing evaluation to ensure
equitable access and prevent reinforcing existing inequalities.
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