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ON THE TOPIC:

LEGAL CLINICS AND CASE MANAGEMENT; BEST PRACTICES FOR A LAWYER. 

PROTOCOL. 

INTRODUCTION: 

It is a great privilege and honor to stand before this August gathering of distinguished members of this legal profession from International Federation of Women Lawyers, popularly known with acronym (FIDA) which a Latin and Spanish language to make this presentation on the topic; Legal Clinics and Case Management; Best Practices for a Lawyer. 
The topic wouldn’t have come better than this time. The need of legal assistance by the less privileged especially by those in correctional facilities, matrimonial cases and the unnecessary delay of cases in court is a matter of great concern to everyone in the country. 

In fact, the topic is apt and complement the theme of the conference: Ensuring Access to Justice for the Indigent Women and Children in Nigeria. 

It is not hiding that some of the causes of the delays in our judicial system are avoidable with the support of those shouldered with the responsibility to handle cases/matters either as Judges, prosecutors, defence lawyers and a times the litigants themselves. 

This topic comprises of two (2) separates and distinct issues that can be subject of individual convenient discussion. 

I however believe that lacing/lumping them together is not fanciful but for a reason. The reason is not farfetched, it is apparently to encourage lawyers and stakeholders in the legal industry to assist in attaining justice by especially the weak, less-privileged and vulnerable people among the society. (to be specific for indecent Women and Children in Nigeria) 

Notwithstanding, Legal Clinics and Case Management are essential components of a lawyer’s best practice.

For this all-important reason and for ease of appreciation, I will briefly consider the issues separately and later discuss the topic as a whole for better understanding of the intending message to our young ones. 

LEGAL CLINICS: 

Legal Clinic is a programme aimed at providing free or low-cost legal services to individuals who cannot afford legal representation, especially the weak, less-privileged and vulnerable.
It is legally known as Pro bono legal services which is a Latin word that literally mean “for the public good”. It is offered at various levels by private and public institutions, individuals etc. and on different class of legal issues be it criminal or civil. 

The commonest aspect of it is legal representation in court, but it obviously goes beyond this as it includes advice, awareness, vetting or preparation of documents, alternative dispute resolution and so on and so forth to assist those who cannot afford to engage the services of a legal practitioner. 

Even from the Islamic point of view these components are acceptable in order to ensure access to justice and timely disposal of cases. More reasons we have what is called al Wakil mutawakkil and Al Murafaat, “the practice and procedure in Islamic Jurisprudence. 

Now back to the main paper, there are various platforms providing free or reduced-fee/affordable legal services for the provision of access to Justice which includes. 

1. Legal Aid Council of Nigeria: A government agency that provides free legal services to vulnerable groups. With the current amendments of their Act it includes civil matters. 

2. Nigerian Bar Association (NBA), It has what is called Legal Aid Scheme: Offers free legal services to indigent citizens. 

3. International Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA), whose objectives focus on the rights, protection and welfare of the vulnerable groups as well as provision of free legal services to the indigent women and children in all of its forty five (45) branches in Nigeria, FIDA has a Legal Clinic unit, a highly commendable support to the indigent, the legal profession and Nigerian Legal System in general. 

In Kano we have received ………in our legal clinic unit in the year 2023  

4. Civil Resource Development and Documentation Centre (CIRDDOC): A non-governmental organization that provides legal assistance to marginalized groups too. 

5. Women’s Rights Advancement and Protection Alternative (WRAPA): Focuses on gender-based violence and women’s rights.

6. Legal Defence and Assistance Project (LEDAP): Provides legal aid to vulnerable groups, including persons with disabilities.

The need for legal clinics cannot be over-emphasized because of our growing population and the difficult situation most women and children found themselves in. 

This is glaring from the ignorance of the law amongst the populace, conflict from matrimonial homes resulting to different forms of domestic violence, lawless conduct, unguided commercial relations etc. thereby having devastating repercussion and resulting to unnecessary disputes, crimes, avoidable litigations and costly enmity & crisis. 

By addressing these issues, Legal Clinic play a vital role in promoting justice, equality, fairness and community development. ‎Legal clinic are essential and play a vital role for several reasons such as: 

1. Access to Justice: Legal clinics bridge the gap between those who need legal services and those who can afford them, ensuring equal access to justice for all.

2. Social Justice: Legal clinics address systemic issues like poverty, discrimination, and inequality by providing legal support to marginalized communities.

3. Legal Awareness: Legal clinics educate people about their rights and responsibilities particularly under the constitution, empowering them to navigate the legal system. This is one of the most effective tools FIDA focused on to sensitize people on the rights of women and children as well as their welfare. 

4. Community Development: Legal clinics contribute to community development by providing legal assistance for small businesses, non-profits, and community organizations. Here I can make reference to Isa Wali Foundation they have para legal trained assistants. In fact, they are collaborating with FIDA in ensuring access to Justice to the vulnerable groups in Kano State. 

5. Professional Development: Legal clinics offer law students and young lawyers hands-on experience and training.

6. Reduced Court Congestion: Legal clinics help resolve disputes outside of court, reducing the burden on the judicial system.

7. Support for Vulnerable Groups: Legal clinics provide specialized services for vulnerable populations like women, children, and people with disabilities.

8. Promotion of Human Rights: Legal clinics advocate for human rights and hold those in power accountable for violations.

9. Empowerment: Legal clinics give people the knowledge and tools to advocate for themselves and their communities.

10. Building Trust: Legal clinics help build trust in the legal system by demonstrating its value and relevance to everyday lives.

CASE MANAGEMENT & BEST PRACTICES:  

The second leg of the presentation on the other hand, i.e. Case Management for lawyers involves the process of overseeing and coordinating the various aspects of a legal case, from intake to resolution/determination. This is so because as the legal industry becomes increasingly competitive, legal practitioners must continuously strive to improve their efficiency and effectiveness in service delivery. Therefore, case management present a great opportunity for lawyers to assess their current practices and make adjustments to increase productivity. It also put lawyers on toes on reflection, goal-setting, and planning for the future, aiming at satisfactory service delivery to clients, improving cause of justice and rule of law.

Effective case management enables lawyers to:

1. Streamline workflows

2. Manage deadlines and timelines

3. Organize documents and evidence

4. Communicate with clients and stakeholders

5. Track progress and status

6. Identify potential issues and risks

7. Develop strategies and tactics

8. Manage costs and budgets

9. Collaborate with colleagues and experts

10. Meet client expectations and goals. Sometimes it is not the wish of a client to go to Court endlessly rather the end result either in his Favour or not. 

There is really no hard and fast methods or process of improving lawyers’ practice, but certain tips have been itemized as universal to set a lawyer on a path of productivity, they include:

1. Embrace Technology Integration: Incorporating cutting-edge technology is pivotal for modern law firms. Implement case management systems, cloud computing, and automation tools to streamline administrative tasks, document management, and scheduling. Leveraging AI-powered legal research platforms like NWLR online, LawPavilion and Primsol can enhance efficiency in analyzing cases and precedents.

At this juncture I will draw the attention of those who participated in the recent NBA Kano law week to take the advantage of the presentation emphasizing on the use of ICT technology to improve on their performance and case management skills in line with global best practices. 

2. Prioritize Cyber Security Measures: Safeguarding sensitive client information is paramount. Invest in robust cybersecurity protocols and educate staff on best practices. 

Regularly update security software, conduct audits, and enforce stringent data protection policies to mitigate cyber threats.

3. Focus on Flexible Work Models: The pandemic accelerated remote work acceptance in the legal sector. To maintain productivity in the New Year, offer flexible work arrangements. Empower employees with remote access to necessary tools while fostering collaboration through virtual meetings and secure communication channels.

A lawyer has to be conscious and smart while applying technology because of the high level of cybercrime nowadays being an advice offered by the keynote speaker A. B Mahmoud during this year’s NBA law week in Kano.  

4. Cultivate a Culture of Continuous Learning: Encourage ongoing professional development among legal professionals. Provide opportunities for training, workshops, and seminars to keep abreast of legal updates and technological advancements. 

This fosters a culture of learning and growth, enhancing overall productivity and efficiency in the profession. 

5. Optimize Workflow Processes: Conduct regular assessments of cases to identify bottlenecks in workflow processes. Leverage tools like Case Manager, a tool specifically designed to automate law firms’ workflow, to harmonize and enhance your workflow processes. Simplify complex procedures, delegate tasks effectively, and establish clear communication channels to enhance productivity. 

6. Enhance Client Communication and Service: Strong client relationships are the backbone of successful law firms. Prioritize responsive and transparent communication with clients. Leverage systems to personalize interactions, manage inquiries efficiently, and provide exceptional service that exceeds expectations.

7. Delegate Responsibility Effectively: Empower team members by delegating tasks according to their strengths and expertise. 

Encourage a collaborative approach, foster a sense of ownership, and establish clear expectations. Effective delegation leads to a more efficient allocation of resources and improved productivity.

8. Implement Time Management Strategies: Time is a valuable asset in the legal profession. Encourage the use of time-tracking tools to monitor billable hours and assess productivity. Provide training on time management techniques and encourage a balance between work and personal life to prevent burnout.

9. Foster a Positive Work Environment: A supportive and inclusive workplace culture contributes significantly to productivity. Encourage open communication, recognize achievements, and prioritize mental health and well-being initiatives. A positive work environment boosts morale and motivates employees to perform at their best.

10. Regularly Evaluate and Adapt Strategies: Continuously assess the effectiveness of implemented strategies. Solicit feedback from employees and clients to identify areas for improvement. Remain agile and adaptable, willing to pivot strategies to align with evolving industry trends and client needs.

Other key components of case management for lawyers include:

1. Case intake and initial assessment

2. Client communication and expectations management

3. Fact investigation and evidence collection

4. Legal research and analysis

5. Pleadings and document management

6. Discovery and disclosure management

7. Scheduling and calendar management

8. Budgeting and cost management

9. Status updates and progress tracking

10. Always prepare and get ready for a case while going to court. Don’t go to court on assumption that the case may not proceed. A good lawyer is likely a farmer, who always go to the farm with his tools. 

11. Apply strategies for final resolution and case closure. 

By implementing effective case management strategies and tools, lawyers can enhance efficiency, productivity, and client satisfaction, ultimately improving the delivery of legal services.

From the foregoing, we can safely conclude that the topic deals with having sound and standard legal practice by a lawyer so as to be able to render free or less-charge services. It is when a lawyer has an effective law practice that can be able to render a world-class legal service capable of satisfying and assisting the people in need. These skills are exhibited by a lawyer in the course rendering such services starting with taking briefs, assessment and subsequent advice. In other words, legal clinic and case management are essential component of a lawyer’s practice.

However, the subjects, Legal Clinics and Case Management are closely related in the following ways:

1. Legal clinics provide case management services, such as intake, assessment, and referral, to ensure clients receive appropriate legal assistance.

2. Case management facilitates legal clinic operations: Effective case management enables legal clinics to manage client intake, prioritize cases, and allocate resources efficiently.

3. Legal clinics rely on case management for client communication: Case management involves regular client communication, which is crucial in legal clinics where clients may have limited legal knowledge.

4. Case management helps legal clinics meet client needs: By assessing client needs and prioritizing cases, case management ensures legal clinics provide targeted support and resources.

5. Legal clinics use case management tools and technology, and often utilize case management software and other technologies to streamline operations, manage cases, and track client data.

6. Case management enhances legal clinic accountability: By tracking case progress and outcomes, case management promotes accountability and helps legal clinics evaluate their impact and effectiveness.

7. Legal clinics collaborate with other services through case management: Case management facilitates referrals and collaboration with other organizations, ensuring clients receive comprehensive support.

In summary, legal clinics and case management are interdependent, with case management serving as a critical component of legal clinic operations, enabling efficient and effective delivery of legal services to clients and persons in need.

Some Recommendations: 

· Effective communication with courts registry, and parties involved in a case is necessary. 

· Establish a system of communication between your legal clinics, courts, prosecutors, and defense attorneys that allows for the timely exchange of information. This could include the use of email, text messaging, WhatsApp, and other forms of communication.

· Use of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) as a tool no matter how contentious a case may be once there is a slight opportunity to amicable settlement don’t miss the chance. Increase the use of any of the ADR mechanisms such as mediation, negotiation, reconciliation and arbitration etc. This could help to resolve disputes quickly and efficiently, thus reducing the amount of time spent on a case and number of cases in courts. In fact, is highly encouraging and rewarding to settle dispute in Islamic Jurisprudence. The holy Quran says the “The best form of resolving dispute is by amicable settlement” 

· Set up an effective means of tracking the progress of cases in your legal clinics. Utilize a case management system that allows for the tracking of each case from start to finish.

· Adopt the habit of reading and familiarize yourself with Rules of Court and Practice Direction for best practice and management of cases.  

· Need for Adequate personnel in the Legal Clinics with prerequisite knowledge to differentiate and review cases by their facts and circumstances.

· Provisions of adequate facilities and information technology for case management is a tool in the right direction. The Chief Justice of Nigeria CJN Hon. Justice Ariwoola in one of his pronouncements, maintained that judiciary has proactively positioned itself to meet the challenges posed by the dynamic and innovation of the digital age by streamlining several rules of court so as to embrace and encourage quick method of dispute resolution. He further said not only our courts becoming more automated, but our Rules of court have also evolved to include Information Technology solution and Alternative Dispute Resolution ADR mechanism amongst other strategies that enhance more efficiency in the administration of justice. (Thisdaytime.com2022/10/04). 

With this pronouncement I called on FIDANS and every lawyer to ensure effective use of ICT and Rules of Court for effective case management in their legal clinics/ chambers. 

CONCLUSION: 

Legal Clinics and Case Management are processes necessary to enhance access to Justice and quick dispensation of cases in our courts reduction of stress, reduction in cost of litigation and enhance organised and harmonious working relationship. Before I end this presentation the Kano State Judicial Sector Reforms Team in collaboration with Justice for All (J4A) has since installed the software linking the Ministry of Justice, Judiciary, Police Headquarters, and Correctional centers for case tracking systems to ensure speedy trial and disposal of criminal cases in the state. However, the system still has some challenges of implementation. I’m calling on all the stakeholders to use this opportunity to improve in decongesting the number of criminal cases especially gender based violence, (GBV). 

However, I was given only 20 minutes, but as Continuing Legal Education (CLE) is a continuing process will appreciate to deliver more comprehensive presentation. 

I finally wish to express my sincere gratitude and appreciation to FIDA Kano and National body for inviting me as a resource person at this National Executive Council (NEC) meeting, the second of its kind in Kano State. The first one held during my tenure as a chairperson in the year …….

I thank all the delegates here and wish everyone safe journey back to your various states. 

Thank for listening. 

Justice Maryam A. Sabo, mni.
12

