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Court Judgments as public records

 Court records are public records under the Public Records Act 1958

 From a record keeping perspective, the judgment is the most important 
record of the court – the decision and the reason for the decision

 As a common law jurisdiction, judgments are also a primary source of law
– as important as legislation for understanding the law



Court Judgments and The National Archives

 We are securing the record for the nation

 We are becoming the nation’s legal publisher (not just legislation)

 By receiving the judgments straight away (not waiting 20 or 30 years), we 
are able to add more value – both in terms of preservation and access.

 We’re connecting our historic purpose and outstanding collection of legal 
manuscripts and rolls with our contemporary role as digital archive



Data from BAILII

 We have received 48,937 judgments from BAILII, covering decisions from 
April 2003 to June 2021

 40,250 are in Word or RTF which we can convert to LegalDocML using our 
new parser

 8,687 are in PDF

 We would like to obtain access to the emails containing the original Word 
documents to compare with the published versions
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Components of the service 

 Transfer 

 Storage and preservation

 Intellectual control 

 Conversion

 Enrichment

 Access



Conversion

 We will publish judgments and decisions in several formats HTML, XML 
(Akoma Ntoso) and PDF

 We expect to receive content in Word, either as .doc or .docx files, which 
will be stored in the archive, and to convert the source documents into 
publication formats.

 Creating PDFs of Word documents is straightforward. 

 Creating HTML is more complicated. We first convert the source material 
into Akoma Ntoso. 

 We are developing a parser for the Word documents, using Microsoft’s 
Open XML Software Development Kit. 

 Whilst the initial data conversation process will not take full advantage of 
all the facilities provided by Akoma Ntoso, we are introducing a data 
model that is capable of representing far more than just typographical 
and layout information.



Enrichment

 We will process the text of judgments to enrich the content, with citation 
links to other judgments held, and potentially citations to judgments held 
elsewhere, as well as references to legislation and longer term potentially 
to other sources.

 To do this we will use a natural language processing solution, GATE, the 
General Architecture for Text Engineering, with specific pipelines for 
enriching the content. This process will add extra metadata to the Akoma 
Ntoso base data. We already uses a GATE based workflow as part of 
legislation.gov.uk, to identify direct and indirect references to other 
pieces of legislation, and also for identifying and classifying amendments.

 The aim will be that all metadata about the judgments, including the data 
added through the enrichment process, will be added to the knowledge 
graph. 



Access

 We are researching user needs

 We know  the importance of flexible document navigation and viewing, 
good search and browse options, and persistent URLs (to paragraph 
level) for reliable citation and referencing. The approach to managing 
judgments as data will enable those features in a new public service.

 We are mindful of the importance of rapid publication and aware of 
some of the complexities around publishing timelines.



Access

 We intend to provide free public access to court judgments through our  
website, www.nationalarchives.gov.uk

 We are building solid foundations to provide a service that meets user’s 
needs from 1 April 2022

 We know users expect:

 Faithful rendition of the document

 In document navigation and links (at paragraph level)

 Rapid publication

 Search and advanced search options

 Browse (by court; by year)

 New judgments

 Search engine indexing is going to be important for discovery

 Bulk access (under a licence) is important for downstream re-use

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/


Why Akoma Ntoso?

 Akoma Ntoso was a natural – indeed the only feasible - choice

 Already supported by legislation.gov.uk and underpins the lawmaker
drafting tool for Bills, Amendments and SIs

 Provides a common standard for any: 
 type of court: International courts or supra-order courts, supreme courts, 

high courts etc.

 level of judgment: first order, appeal, etc.

 nature of case: civil, criminal, administrative, etc.

 legal system: common and civil law

 Document model: 
 the document is the center of the representation

 descriptive approach rather than prescriptive



Structure of a judgment in LegalDocML



Judgment Body in LegalDocML

 Introduction: the summary of the case

 Background: the description of the facts

 Motivation: the legal arguments

 Decision: the decision and the final order



Some really handy features

 <neutralCitation> element

 <party> element and its @as attribute that lets us connect a party to a 
"role" (such as "appellant" or "respondent")



Conversion to LegalDocML

 Five levels of conversion

 Typographic and layout

 Header information / metadata

 Document structure

 References and citations

 Semantic representation of document components



Currently: extracting header information

 Name and place of court

 Number case 

 Neutral citation

 Parties

 Names of Judges

 Dates: delivery, hearing, publication, registration, etc.

 Summary/Abstract



Medium term possibilities 

 Widen scope of courts and tribunals transferring the record of their 
decision to The National Archives (e.g. family courts; lower courts)

 Widen scope of court and tribunal records that can be transferred (e.g. 
sentencing remarks) to aid transparency and to secure the record

 Gradate access to manage sensitive access issues. Develop an offer 
around “non consumptive” research. Pioneer an “access risks” model

 Integrate legally significant judgments with legislation.gov.uk

 Maybe adapt “lawmaker” as a drafting tool that gives the judge / clerk 
more fine grained control over what goes on to be published (see the 
report from New Zealand: Judgments as Data)  

 Explore the potential for central preservation of digital records with local 
access arrangements through local archives



Lastly: Akoma Ntoso in the UK

Legislatures

• All UK Primary Legislation – as enacted and revised - DONE

• UK Parliament Bills and Parliamentary amendments – IN PROGRESS

• Scottish Parliament Bills and Parliamentary amendments – IN PROGRESS

• Wales and Northern Ireland Bills – NOT STARTED

Executive

• UK Secondary Legislation – as enacted and revised - DONE

• Retained Direct EU Legislation – as adopted and revised - DONE

• Explanatory Notes (to Acts) and Explanatory Memoranda – TO DO

Courts

• Court Judgments and Tribunal Decisions – NOW STARTED!


