As I was unable to make it out to New York at the start of the month for LegalTech, due to the date clash with the Islington exhibition, Andrew Haslam took soundings from the British contingent over there and sends this report on proceedings.

The dust has settled on LegalTech 2008, and next year the show will be even bigger, as even more of the Hilton is dedicated to exhibition stands.  As ever, the event was dominated by all things electronic disclosure, as several UK visitors commented “Why don’t they just rename it EDD Technology Show?”  That being said, there were pointers to other trends in amongst the clamour of the “e with everything” vendors.

Large US corporates are renewing their KM initiatives, this time around driven by the spiralling costs of litigation and its associated disclosure demands, but also fuelled by regulatory pressures.  All of this is leading back to renewed interest in Search.  The need to be able to index and search effectively is critical for EDD but are now being deployed across the enterprise.  We are back to the mantra of “search is king”, but with the use of analytics software such as Recommind, Autonomy, Inference, etc. also in the mix.  
The big four accountancy practices were very active at the conference and exhibition, with a couple of presentations questioning how long law firm litigation support services would be needed, as clients started to deliver on 3-4 year programmes to take information management and disclosure responsibilities in-house.  As one CIO commented; ”We have 30 cases on the go around the world, 30 different law firms, 30 different vendors crawling over our data.  I’ll take care of that and save a significant amount of money on economies of scale, and the law firms can do what they do best, which is provide professional advice, not act as a data collection bureaux.”  Whilst the UK litigation support community is probably still safe in their jobs, the move into the arms of accountancy firms could add extra pressure on some of the smaller vendors in our marketplace.
The US adoption of Sharepoint as the core of their intranet environments continues with both Star Law and Incisive demonstrating integrated suites of products.  It will be interesting to see how this fares over the next year, with Jan Durrant at Lewis Silkin, sure to be keeping an eye on developments as her Sharepoint project unfolds.  Also, as Ann Hemming, fresh into her first week at Tikit, commented; “Office 2007 seems to have reached tipping point in US law firms, with interest in training and Word template management very high”.
Several observers noted that this was finally the year that America really discovered the rest of the world.  Unicode compliance, that is the ability to store and search foreign language characters sets, so long paid lip service to, is actually starting to be fully implemented in products, with Russian and Chinese/Asian alphabets being proudly shown off at a number of stands.  Also, there was renewed confirmation of jurisdictional and data protection issues coming to the forefront, with Japan and Australia being quoted as countries joining the EU in opposing data being processed in the USA.  

Mixed reactions to the conference content, some found it excellent, others were disappointed by the lack of new developments, overall it was fair to say, that if you were a newcomer, then you would be very well educated, for the experienced there was a lot of repetition, with very few “nuggets” in evidence.  The lack of new developments was replicated on the exhibition floor, with most people seeing signs of a maturing marketplace as products consolidated their functionality.  On the all pervasive litigation support side, all software seems to be in varying stages of fully embracing electronic data processing, embedding analytics software and becoming fully Unicode compliant.  
Both UK and US vendors expressed a slight backlash to the hordes of freebie collecting exhibition attendees, typically these delegates hail from small or one person law firm from Hicksville, Nowhere.  They roam the halls, clearing stands of pens and “goodies” in locust like swarms.  Many vendors are now retreating from the main floor, booking a hotel suite and running focussed client demos and user groups- so the conference is now spilling over into surrounding hotels.
Finally, a word on what, for many people is the main reason for attending the show, the chance to network and socialise.  The Brits that make it across the pond are a self selecting group of the key players in the UK legal IT environment.  More than one person noted that they fitted a month’s worth of meetings into the weekend before and the days of the conference.  Alliances are formed, information shared and initiatives developed.  The fact that it all happens in one of the most exciting and vibrant cities in the world, and with a killer exchange rate, is a happy coincidence that adds to the charms of LegalTech.  Roll on 2009!
