Connecting the Dots

Oakland’'s Burnham Brown
sought better software for
a database that stores
information on masses of

the firm's intertwined cases
By Eloisa Manglicmot

urnham Brown, based in Oakland, offers an environ-

mental practice, where our 60 lawyers defend hun-

treds of asbestos and other multi-district cases. We
handle multiple cases for multiple clients, including Borg-
Wamer Corp., Golden Gate Drywall Inc., and NIBCO Inc.

Defending multidistrict litigation, especially asbestos cas-
s, 18 far more complex than mun-of-the-mill litigation, and re-
quires much more sophisticated case management software.
Our cases typleally imvolve events that occurred over years,
and each case is apt to be intertwined with a number of other
Cases.

A retired construction worker may have worked at a dozen
construction sites where a variely of different asbestos prod-
ucts were nsed. His or her litigaton will likely involve sever-
al insurers und multiple junsdictions. During the course of a
case, lawyers come and go und jurisdictions change require-
ments. Even the disease muy progress in unexpected ways,

Getting all this data into o database 15 not enough. The in-
formation must be accurate and readily accessible. Litigation
teams must have all of the information at their fingenips and
be able to identify crtical relationships across o number of

cases. They must alsg be able to provide cumrent reports o
clicnts on active und settled cases, settlement costs, status
changes, cte. In addition, when users enter revised informa-
tion, the data must commect automatically scross the system.

To handle this data, we developed an in-house database, us-
ing Microsoft Corp.'s Access software. But by 2004, the data-
buse was becoming overoaded and a challenge 1o maintain
and enhance.

For example. much of the crtical information aboul & par-
ticular plaintift's case appeared in many different locations in
a varlety of contexts. The mass of information, much of it re-
dundant; clogged our database and slowed its processing
spesedd.

Cur clients expect detaifed reports, from different perspec-
tives, and obtaining that kind of detail was becoming prob-
lematic.

Even the normal turmover among fawyers and support staff’

added to the complexity. When one attorney lefi, the incom-
ing attorney would typically bring new ideas of how the in-
formation should be handled. In response, our IT department,
with five staff members, was constantly creating new custom
fields and building new reports and databases,

As the new fields were créated, users expected that prior in-
formation would still be available, and were frustrated when
new fields were not avtomatically populated. There was end-
less tweaking to make the system work better; vet, despite all
the effort, the system simply was not up 1o the job and chal-
lenges.

We realized that what we needed was a relational database
that could handle virally an unlimited amount of informa-
tion at lighming speed. We did not see anything on the market
that met our needs, so we created our own SQL relational
datibase.

The advantoge of a relational database is that critical infor-
riation, such as the names of plaintiffs, insurers and defense
attomeys, as well as addresses and phone numbers, can be
captured a single tme in o series of tables, rows and columns.

For example. if a plaintff’s lawyer is involved in a dozen
cases that we are delending, that lawyer's name and other key

clata 15 stored i qust one locatuon and “related” W the othey
places where it would normally appear. As a result, informa-
ton that would be repeated throughout a fat-file dstabase
dozens, even bundreds, of times appears just once in a rela-
tivnal dutabase. enabling the svstem to manage millions of
records without degrading its processing speed.

In theory, the SCL relational database was ust what we
needed. When we put it to the test, though, some of the tables
failed o index properly and we kepl getting inconsistent re-
sults.

THE OPPOSITION'S SOFTWARE

During the time that we were creating and trying to debug
outr database, 3 number of pew case managemen! sofiwane
packages came onto the market and some older ones were up-
graded.

A commutiee, which included the IT department, partners
and users in the practice group, researched this software in-
tensively and came up with two that looked promising:
Thomsem Elite’s ProLaw (www.elite.com) and CaseMian-
agerPro, [rom Solutions i Software Ine. (www.caseman-
AQETPIO.COM).

We showed both o our lywyers, paralegals and other legal
[rofessionals and explained the strengths and weaknesses of
each. We eventually opred for CaseManagerPro, a relational
software system originally designed for plaintiff attorneys
handling mass tort litgation. It offered the relational capabil-
ities we neeced and just requared a bit of tweaking to shift it
to the defense perspective.

It encompasses all of the things that we would have liked
our Access database o do — ease of use, multileve] relation-
ships of records and data, and an open architecture which lets
us Customize views and repors.

We rolled out the new case management soflware in the
spring of 2005, using an SQL server with 2 GB of memory
and a 100 GB hard drive. The same SOL server hosted three
othet databases. Installation took about three months; most of
that time was spent mapping out and testing the system

The cost of the system was under 550,000, which included




software and installation costs,

wl other tools
helping users move qu from one loca-
tion to the next.
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We also restrict what users can do with
the data. For instance, some parale
edit and delete information, while others
have read-only 5
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Down the road, we anticipate extending
the case management system from our en-
vironmental group to our other practices.
We think that using the same tems

across the firm and integrating all of them
will provide the greatest eff ¥y, We
also feel that techr : ; CaseM-
anagerPro gives us a competitive advan-
tage against our larger competitors.

One advantage ni being a smaller firm is
that we are flexible cnuugh o improve war
technology quickly. At the end of the cay,
this equates to providing services to our

BHO

clienty efficiently, and therefore, more

tively.
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