HTD offers legal advice online

http://www.htd-online.com
London-based maritime solicitors Hill Taylor Dickinson is now offering an online legal advice service. For a fixed fee (under UKP £200 per question), clients can ask for answers to specific legal questions, rather than buy a solicitor’s time by the hour. HTD claims that the £200 flat fee per question normally works out lower than the fee calculated in terms of hourly rate.

The fee per question, or “strike” as HTD calls it, is essentially charged by HTD to cure a single problem. The same fee is charged whether the question is massively complex or massively simple. 

The communication is all handled by e-mail. Clients can fill out their question using a form on the HTD website and can add in attachments as appropriate (for example Microsoft Word documents). They can specify whether they need an answer within an hour, a few hours or 24 hours (most say 24 hours). HTD solicitors then get on the case. 

The service is quite ground breaking for the legal industry, which is notoriously lethargic in its take up of electronic communications. Many UK solicitors still refuse to use e-mail, despite its legal acceptability, because they are used to having secretaries to manage all their correspondence. 

The answers to questions are provided by three HTD partners, based in London. Brian Perrott, who initially set the system up, was previously specialist commodities, shipping and futures litigator with traders Cargill, specialising in commodity trading, dry shipping and regulatory resolution. 

Jeff Isaacs specialises in commodities, international trade, shipping and commerce; he is also one of the editors of LLP's Shipping and Trade Law bi-monthly newsletter. Solicitor Russell Gardner specialises in dry shipping, particularly charter party, bill of lading and related matters. 

Obviously the total number of members is limited by the number of qualified solicitors with the time available to answer questions, but HTD hopes that the service can be built up over time, with solicitors working around the clock.

Under UK legal regulations, HTD is not allowed to offer legal advice to both parties in a conflict, and must make careful checks to ensure that this does not happen. The advice given to a client is confidential. 

A “frequently answered questions” section of the site provides generalised answers to questions HTD often receives; this can be browsed free of charge by HTD members. This section does not contain information which has actually been given to clients.

Brian Perrott comments that he finds providing advice by e-mail an enjoyable way to work. “E-mail forces you to be concise and accurate. We’re giving traditional legal advice in a modern way. People know they have access to the team and a first class source of legal advice,” he says. 

