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1. What is Electronic Court Filing 3.0’s Purpose and Scope?

The Electronic Court Filing 3.0 (ECF 3.0) specification is a proposed standard describing the technical architectural data requirements for an electronic court filing system to use eXtensible Markup Language  to inter-operate with other systems that similarly are built according to ECF 3.0. Major features of ECF 3.0 include support for systems to deliver documents to and from the court, add them to the register of actions, notify other parties of the action and adapt to the business and technical needs and constraints of the court. 
Court Focused
It was produced by the OASIS LegalXML Electronic Court Filing Technical Committee (ECFTC). The work of ECFTC is also formally linked with the courts. The specifications it has developed are submitted for review and approval by the organizations to which courts look for technical standards -- the Conference of State Court Administrators (COSCA) and the National Association for Court Management (NACM), which use their Joint Technical Committee (JTC) to review and make recommendations on technical standard proposals. The National Center for State Courts (NCSC) supports the COSCA/NACM Joint Technology Committee and publishes court technology standards on its Web site
. 
Robustly Developed
It is the product of a collaboration that included national and state court leaders and technologists, academics, and vendors of programs and systems for courts. The specification was built within OASIS LegalXML standards organization to utilize the standards development methods/tools, and resource acquisition/coordination/deployment. Further, OASIS LegalXML supported the coordination with other standards efforts in the legal community especially the Homeland Security and Global Justice efforts through the Integrated Justice Technical Committee. 
Status
ECF 3.0 is ready for a period of experimental implementations in actual court applications for the purpose of functional and interoperability testing. 
The formal approving body for this standard is the Joint Technology Committee of COSCA/NACM. It will be approved according to the rules and processes of the Joint Technology Committee of COSCA/NACM. These processes include but are not limited to Public Comment and meaningful Interoperability Testing. 
2. Why is ECF 3.0 important?
The need for a standard comes from the difference between the human world, where there is flexibility, and the electronic world, where there is not. In an electronic exchange of information, software cannot ask, "What did you really mean by that?" To ensure those meanings are clear, the information exchanges have to be carefully defined, structures have to be understood and built to match other structures, and the meaning of terms and relationships must be precisely defined with exactness and specificity. That is why a “standard” is often called a “specification.” The standard is where the precise meaning of each relevant element of a system will be specified.
Based on Experience & Research
ECF 3.0 builds on previous standards governing electronic filing and real world experience with ECF 1.0 and ECF 1.1. The Standards for Electronic Filing Processes (Technical and Business Approaches) , approved in 2003, provided the basic vision for electronic filing in the courts used in developing  ECF 3.0 and a set of functional standards against which the ECF Technical Committee tested the ECF 3.0 specification.  The ECF Technical Committee also built upon previous electronic filing XML standards approved by the COSCA/NACM Joint Technology Committee as “proposed standards.”

Supports Interoperability

“Interoperability” is the key to the standard’s usefulness. If someone who files documents in more than one court had to completely restructure the XML data element terms, the data model, the messaging structures, and so forth, it would be quickly evident that electronic filing would be more confusing and expensive than continuing to handle documents in traditional, paper-based modes.

The electronic filing system of one court depends on the success of electronic filing in other courts—each will succeed only when those who litigate and file documents enjoy substantial efficiencies and savings. That can only occur if the same technical structures and procedures underlie each court’s electronic filing application. When ECF 3.0 is shown to be a standard on which successful interoperability can be built, it can be adopted as a reference for electronic court filing everywhere.

Supports Adaptability
This standard reflects the understanding that courts are not created by cookie cutters. Courts are creations of human political processes and history. The rules of each managing jurisdiction are likely to be different be it a statewide system or political/administrative breakdown at a lower scope of jurisdiction. The administrative procedures also change to reflect these rules and the styles of leadership of the courts management. Beyond the practice of the law, court management must implement the standard financial fees, payment and reporting obligations created by statute and regulation. All of these affect the way electronic court filing is managed
. 
Courts and the systems that support them are also subject to the technical requirements of their implementing and supporting organizations
. These may be specific to a court, an administrative office of the courts for a state and in a increasing situation state technology of the office of the state in the executive branch. Fitting electronic court filing into these technology requirements can be a significant challenge if the standard is not designed to be adaptable to those needs. This standard uses communication profiles and other means to support these requirements.

· 
· 
· 


3. How is information exchanged within this E-Filing Standard?

ECF 3.0 is mostly about communication. This communication is accomplished via information exchanges. Electronic court filing involves several electronic information exchanges, each of which involves one or more messages that constitute the information exchange.

An information exchange usually performs one or more of the following tasks that have been traditionally called transactions. The tasks are:
· sending documents in electronic form from attorneys, litigants, and others to a court for entry into the official case records (“filing”),
· sending additional data about or related to the document (“metadata”) to ensure the court can add an entry to its electronic “register of actions” (sometimes called “docket”),

· providing the data needed to complete financial transactions related to court files, filed documents, or other matters, 

· providing the documents and other data needed by the court to set up a new case record in the court’s case and document management system, 
· sending sufficient data with a filing message to ensure the court’s existing electronic case record can be updated if need be,

· returning a message with information about the filing message (that is, confirming its successful arrival or providing an error message describing the problem and the reason what was submitted was not filed), and 
· providing other parties with copies of (or links to) documents submitted for filing, constituting “service” as agreed to by those parties, and providing contact information for parties who are to be served by traditional means. 

In addition to those transmissions that relate to court documents and entries in the case record, ECF 3.0 prescribes: 

· how messages are to be set up for sending and responding to queries about data and documents maintained in a court’s official electronic record system, and
· how a court notifies its users about its specific electronic filing policies and practices in the many areas in which  ECF 3.0 allows courts and vendors flexibility to choose different approaches.  ECF 3.0 also allows courts to add additional data elements in local extension schemas if a court needs information not currently included within the ECF 3.0 specification.
Messages
In ECF 3.0 information exchanges are done in the form of messages being sent back and forth through the system in the form of XML structures that have strictly defined definitions. They are defined using W3C Schema which tells the validating XML parser what the structure is. To confirm that a message is structurally valid it is parsed in the context of the schema for the message by standard XML tool called a validating parser. 

Some allowance has been made for the need to extend these structures. This is done by extending the definition. The extension of a definition may be done only under the tightly defined rules within the ECF 3.0 specification.

4.0 Functionally what is new for the courts?

More Case Types have Information Exchanges & Messages Defined
ECF 3.0 has been designed to support submitting of electronically filed documents and data in the following types of court cases:

· bankruptcy,

· civil (including general civil, mental health, probate, and small claims cases),

· domestic relations (including divorce, separation, child custody, child support, domestic violence, and issues of parentage),

· juvenile (including delinquency and dependency matters), and

· traffic.

Enhancements over ECF 1.0 & 1.1

In 2001 and 2002, similar electronic court filing specifications were prepared by this group (and its predecessor) and they were adopted by the Joint Technology Committee of COSCA (Council of State Court Administrators) and NACM (National Association for Court Management) as proposed standards. ECF 3.0 represents an advance in national technology standards for the use of eXtensible Markup Language (XML) in electronic filing for court documents and information in several ways:
· It is designed to support more than one way of passing messages within the system called Messaging Profiles.

· One of the Messaging Profiles is built to support Web Services, which is a major thrust the technical community and defined by standards-building organizations like the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C0 and OASIS.
· It has been structured to accommodate the inevitable variations courts need in their messaging profiles, drawing on successful examples from the Web Services – Interoperability (WS-I) industry consortium.

· It has been expanded to support electronic legal service, in addition to electronic filing and electronic access to electronic court documents and data. 

· It includes data elements that are required to start any type of new court case.

· It supports inquiries seeking information about court policies relating to electronic filing and other services and about specific court cases, documents, and information contained in the electronic case/document management system.

· It incorporates advanced features of electronic document and messaging security to help authenticate and demonstrate the integrity of electronically filed documents.

· It uses the more advanced and useful document type definition known as “W3C schema.”

· It connects to Homeland Security / Global Justice efforts by using the Global Justice XML Data Model (GJXDM), a data model and source of standard data element tags that has gained wide acceptance in law, safety, and justice technology.
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4. What is the logical structure of an ECF 3.0 system?
Message Targets – Major Design Elements
ECF 3.0 is, again, mostly about communication. But, to fully understand and information exchange, one must know to whom or what you are communicating. In this system we should think about all the targets of communication as a “what”. All human interactions with the ECF 3.0 system will be through one of those “whats.” We call each “what” a Major Design Element (MDE).

Each Major Design Element provides a specific set of logical functions to the system. One and only one MDE will provide a specific logical function. Requests for the functions will be via specifically defined messages described earlier. The appropriate MDE knows what data it needs from a message, where to find it based on the schema and what message or messages to return to the requesting MDE. 

The ECF 3.0 defines the set of MDEs and the functions they support in great detail.
Logical System
The Logical /MDE model of ECF 3.0 is like a logical model of a house. Each MDE has a list of functions. Each logical room in a house has a logical list of functions. A kitchen has the functions of cooking, food cleaning, dish cleaning, and food storage dish storage. The Laundry has the function of cleaning clothes and ironing clothes. 

How these MDE functional blocks fit into an ECF 3.0 implementation is like how a functional room of a house fits into layout of a house. One or more MDEs may fit into a single physical subsystem of and ECF 3.0 implementation. Just as the kitchen and laundry room may be in the same floor of a house or wing of a house or same square space with four walls. They functions and how they talk and work together stay the same. How this further relates to the implementation will be discussed in “5. How does the logical structure relate the software implementation?”


In Electronic Court Filing 3.0, the MDEs are distinct parts needed for an electronic court filing system to function properly. For a fully-functional electronic court filing system, all of the MDEs in ECF 3.0 need to be present. They will be organized, structured, and implemented uniquely for the given court’s system. The assumption is that each court (or group of courts using the same electronic court filing system) will inevitably put the pieces (MDEs) of the electronic court filing system together somewhat differently. What ECF 3.0 “standardizes” is not how electronic court filing is implemented, but that each implementation addresses all functions and services for the MDEs. 

MDEs intersect at “interfaces,” each of which has rules that must be precisely followed in a digital world. “Interface” is a more general term than “protocol” or “application programming interface (API),” and it includes them
. 
Major Design Elements (MDEs in Court Filing 3.0
[NOTE: Bergeron moved the diagram to this point in the document.]

Filing Assembly—This element has to do with the creation of the item (variously referred to as a “court document,” “court filing,” “submission,” etc.) electronically submitted to a court for entry into the official court record (variously referred to as the “document management system,” “case file,” “case record,” “official court file,” etc.). It also has to do with the responses from a court electronic filing system that are triggered by receipt of an assembled filing.
Filing Review—This element has to do with actions taken by a court on receipt of an electronic filing. It enables the court to receive and review the message, taking whatever actions are needed to record the filed item(s) in the court’s case management and document management systems. This element also addresses the structuring and sending of messages to the Filing Assembly MDE regarding what happened to the submitted document. 
Record Docketing—This element relates to the court’s actions to establish an official record for electronic documents and to place information into the court’s case management and document management systems, in a process frequently referred to as “docketing.” Success with this element is usually indicated by the document’s being accessible in the court’s electronic document management system and the indices and other information about the document being available as well.
Service—This element supports processes that allow a filer or court to transmit copies of or pointers to electronic filings to other parties in the case who are participating electronically and are entitled to receive notice and copies of the filer’s filings.
Service Registry—This element ensures that filers and the court are able to obtain the electronic or conventional addresses for all parties entitled to be served with copies of or links to filings in the case.
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5. Hose does the logical structure relate the software implementation?
Implementation Design Task – Assigning MDEs to Sub-systems and Components

Implementation designers may allocate the implementation from the range of one MDE per implementation complement to all of the MDEs being in a single implementation component. The most likely will be the one per configuration. Combining will be most likely for optimization or to address one of the items below. This approach offers choice and flexibility.

Message Profiles
The most initially visible source in diversity of implementation will be in the realm of message profiles. Two profiles are defined in ECF 3.0 Web Services and Physical Media. Most courts will choose the implement one and only one message profile initially. Some courts may choose to implement a second message profile as a backup for their primary. It is foreseen that over time the number of message profiles will be increased. Among some foreseen are email and ftp based profiles.
Implementations are Subject to Court Legacy Systems
Given the large number of courts and diversity of court systems, it is not reasonable to expect that all electronic court filing implementations can be the same. Courts differ from one another in terms of their base starting point, the existence (or not) of electronic case management, the availability (or not) of technological support, and so forth. The LegalXML Electronic Court Filing Technical Committee deliberately chose not to discuss or attempt to describe specific system components (even though that might be illustrative of how ECF 3.0’s pieces might work together). There will be many different ways to implement the functions and services that, together, constitute an electronic court filing and record system. The “correct” way for a given court is whatever way they are able to do it while maintaining the functions and basic structures and principles that go with each of the MDEs, or Major Design Elements identified by the Technical Committee as essential parts of electronic court filing.

Implementations are Subject To Organizational Standards & Architecture
Courts and the systems that support them are also subject to the technical requirements of their implementing and supporting organizations. These may be specific to a court, an administrative office of the courts for a state and in a increasing situation state technology of the office of the state in the executive branch. Fitting electronic court filing into these technology requirements can be a significant challenge if the standard is not designed to be adaptable to those needs. This standard uses communication profiles and other means to support these requirements.

� Previous work products of the LegalXML ECFTC, referred to as Electronic Court Filing 1.0, Electronic Court Filing 1.1, Court Document 1.1, and Query and Response 1.1.


� Previous work products of the LegalXML ECFTC, referred to as Electronic Court Filing 1.0, Electronic Court Filing 1.1, Court Document 1.1, and Query and Response 1.1.


� A messaging profile is a mechanism for delivering information from one organization to another. It is independent from the content of the information itself. Different messaging profiles may be used to deliver the same information, depending on the technology used by a particular organization. Specifying standards-based messaging profiles allows organizations to enforce business rules for requirements like security, privacy, and reliability for particular messages.





�Bergeron changed this to "website." I resist that. The style manual I follow tells me: "World Wide Web. If the context is clear, the Web is acceptable on first reference. Also, Web address, Web browser, Web page, Web site (all two words, uppercase Web), but webmaster, webcam. Use Web site, not Web page, when referring to a site with more than one page." Web is capitalized because it is part of a proper name, the "World Wide Web." (Similarly, the "Internet" is also a proper name.)


�COMMENT BY DON BERGERON: [Reflects business models.]


�COMMENT BY DON BERGERON: [Reflects technical architecture & infrastructure.]


�COMMENT BY DON BERGERON: [MDE is a target of and protocol or api but not an api itself.]
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