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1 Project description

When it comes to resolving disputes, many people are increasingly turning to online dispute
resolution (ODS) platforms as an alternative to taking the case to court, settling disputes more
quickly, conveniently, and at a lower cost.

These platforms already exist; they allow lawyers to open disputes on behalf of their clients,
upload documents and type content in a structured manner, and hopefully reach an amicable
resolution. However, there is no business logic that helps influence the outcome of a dispute.
Resolution is a manual process performed by the lawyers.

Online Dispute Resolution for Maritime Collisions will attempt to introduce that business logic in
an abstract way so that a module containing maritime law business logic can be plugged into
the system. It will ask relevant, structured questions, interpret the answers by both parties and
play out a ”court simulation” indicating the outcome of the case should the dispute be taken to
court. It may also retrieve similar historic cases which can be fed into the simulation.

2 Proposed tasks

• Familiarise myself with ODS as a concept and where it stands today. How popular is
it? Who are my competitors? What functionality is required? Where are ODS platforms
headed? [8] [9]

• Understand the intricacies of maritime law so that I can validate the behaviour of the
application. [2] [1]

• Develop a simple Online Dispute Resolution Platform as a basis for further develop-
ment. This may require building from scratch, or I may be able to reuse open source
software. [5] ODS requires a minimum level of functionality, including user registra-
tion/login capabilities and the ability to open, add evidence to and resolve a dispute.

• Extend the ODS platform to take a module of business logic. The platform should be
flexible enough to allow business logic modules to:

1. Dynamically render different questions according to the user’s answers to previ-
ous questions.

2. Perform arbitrary analysis on all of the inputted data, being mindful of confiden-
tiality issues whereby one party should not be able to see the answers of the other.

3. Render results at the end of the question phase, e.g. court simulation.

• Define the maritime law business logic module. This can start off quite small, e.g. by
only encoding a handful of rules, before being iteratively developed to take more con-
ditions into account. The underlying ODS platform should be abstract enough to allow
any concrete implementation of a module, whether it uses simple procedural processing,
a decision tree, or something as complex as a simulated neural network. The develop-
ment of this module requires investigating the solutions of others [6], spike work and
incremental development.

• Gather historic maritime law cases in a consistent format, to enable the ”retrieve similar
cases” functionality. Existing collections are stored in plain text formats [3] [4] [7], so
would require manual or natural language processing before storing in a consistent data
structure for later reuse.
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3 Project deliverables

The main project deliverable, i.e. working software, can be developed iteratively in five stages.
The first three refer to developing an increasingly sophisticated ODS platform. The final two
stages (to be completed if I have time) refer to developing an increasingly sophisticated imple-
mentation of the maritime law business logic module:

1. Build an Online Dispute Resolution platform. This is the minimum viable product and
is potentially substantial enough to be a Major Project on its own, encompassing front-
end development, server-side logic and database integration.

2. Tailor the ODS platform to Maritime Collisions, providing some sort of conclusion
given the details of a maritime collision dispute.

3. Make the ODS platform abstract, able to take a module of business logic (perhaps
Maritime Collisions, perhaps something else).

4. As an additional feature, the system should be able to retrieve the most similar historical
cases, which should be a useful reference for the lawyers.

5. Following on from the ability to retrieve similar cases is the ability to feed the details of
the similar cases into the current dispute, thereby influencing the court simulation and
making this feature even more accurate and valuable.

In addition to delivering working software, I’ll develop a number of reports, designs and spec-
ifications as part of the Major Project process:

• Developer documentation. My abstract system will be taking a module of business logic,
so I’ll need to provide documentation as to how to write a module that can be plugged
into the system. I’ll either expose an API which can be called directly or trigger events
which can be hooked into using a publish-subscribe pattern.

• Choice of server-side language for the application. Likely candidates include PHP (the
most popular server-side language on the web), Node (for consistency between the back-
end and the JavaScript front-end), Ruby on Rails and JavaEE. A short report justifying
my decision will be a deliverable I can put in my final report’s appendix.

• Choice of processing language for the business logic modules. In writing the algorithm
that performs the complex logic required, I may choose to use a language well suited
to data manipulation, such as Python or R. The algorithm implementation should be
separate from the web application and should be relatively easy to execute even from
another language, encouraging a nicely decoupled design.

• Design specification, including data flow and use case diagrams, to help clarify my final
design. This might also include a user interface design.

• Requirements specification: though this may be a traditional requirements specification,
it is more likely to be a collection of stories which break the project up into manageable
chunks, mapped to Cucumber features so that I can develop in a BDD-way.

• JIRA tickets. I’ll use my own installation of JIRA for project management (managing
deadlines, delegating tasks, etc). For code management, including bug fixes, refactoring,
and so on, I intend to use GitHub Issues. Both of these systems will provide valuable
project history that could be worth including in the appendices of the final report.
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