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Over the past year or so, the Bar has to its dismay learnt of 
SAFLII’s financial woes.

At its core, SAFLII aims to give the general public access 
to the judgments that shape our lives. However, at this stage, 
many of SAFLII’s long-term goals are untenable without a per-
manent source of funding.

In the past, SAFLII has, where possible, examined and used 
the funding models of its international counterparts. These are 
typically a combination of government funding with contribu-
tions from the profession, academia and private donors.  

SAFLII has explored these and other means of funding. 
However, because of its stated vision and aim, advertising and 
other forms of conventional commercial funding are not viable 
options. What is more, SAFLII does not wish to become a com-
petitor in the legal-publishing industry.

Other potential sponsorship forms – for example, direct 
sponsorship for particular needs, like its IT requirements – are 
also being explored. The main difficulty with its IT requirements 
is ongoing software development and optimisation to make the 
website more accessible and user-friendly to the public. Because 
software development is a long-term and involved commitment, 
there has been little direct sponsorship in this regard.

Also, SAFLII has opened discussions for possible govern-
ment funding, which are currently still in train.

However, on the upside significant support has recently 
been garnered from within the legal profession, with the GCB 
set to assist in keeping SAFLII afloat. Indeed, the GCB and 
SAFLII have concluded an agreement in terms of which mem-
bers over five years’ standing will contribute R50 per month 
towards it.
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Over and above this, the Johannesburg Bar, in particular, 
recently prevailed upon its members to contribute informally 
towards SAFLII and raised just over R100 000. Of this, Group 
621 was particularly generous and was able to raise approxi-
mately R74 300 in total by asking members to contribute just 
one hour’s worth of fees. 

 “We are absolutely thrilled by the involvement of the GCB,” 
says Judge Kate Savage, Western Cape Division of the High 
Court, a member of SAFLII’s advisory board.

Yet, while funding is SAFLII’s biggest sword of Damocles, it 
is by no means the only one.

The collection of judgments from the country’s various 
courts presents a number of difficulties and touches on the 
very raison d’etre for SAFLII. Although reporting of judgments 
to SAFLII by the courts is not peremptory, it is strongly encour-
aged so as to add to SAFLII’s already impressive collection of 
judgments.

Yet, there is scope for more judgments to be reported to 
SAFLII. In this regard, two sub-issues have become evident: 
security and anonymization of judgments.   

Since it is a public resource, naturally both the judiciary 
and users who access SAFLII want comfort in knowing that the 
judgments are secure and have not been tampered with in any 
way. Judgments are uploaded to SAFLII in either Word or PDF 
format. Reporting judgments in Word format is preferred by 
SAFLII as it both facilitates the uploading process and allows 
SAFLII to anonymise judgments if asked to do so.

Submitting judgments in PDF format, which generally 
does not allow any form of editing or manipulation by a user, 
thus poses challenges to the support staff that do the up-
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loading. 
Nevertheless, many judgments are submitted in PDF format 

simply because it prevents tampering.
Currently, SALFII is exploring new ways to address this 

particular issue so as to ensure security of judgments but also 
streamline the collection process. In this regard, SAFLII has 
looked to its AUSTLII counterpart for guidance. AUSTLII uses 
a tamper-proof watermark and automated submission by of-
ficials directly onto its website without intervention of support 
staff. The utility and value of this approach to SAFLII is clearly 
evident, although the lack of permanent funding mars the pos-
sibility of implementing these features at this point in time.

The issue of anonymization presents a slightly more logisti-
cal problem. Anonymization refers to the process of remov-
ing the parties’ names and reference to other personal details 
where the issue at hand is particularly sensitive (for example, 
matters involving children).

At this stage, given its budgetary and staff limitations, 
SAFLII anonymises judgments only as and when requested to 
do so. One of the ways in which this issue can be adequately 
addressed is to further open up channels of communication 
between SAFLII and the judiciary (in particular its support 
staff) to give effect to any anonymization requirements prior to 
submitting the judgments to SAFLII. This is an ongoing process. 

Also, SAFLII would like to introduce access to more academ-
ic journals and create a platform for discussion with authors to 
create a space for lively debate.

Similarly, although SAFLII has no intention of supplanting 
the existing publishers when it comes to making judgments 
available, it is hoped that progress can be made in respect of 
streamlining its website and search function as well as adding 
other useful search features, such as cross-referencing, in order 
to facilitate easier access by its users.  However SAFLII remains 
constrained by its lack of permanent funding.

Of course, as the saying goes, Rome was not built in a day.
SAFLII continues to strive for improvement of its content, 

website and supporting features despite its budget limitations. 
As a national public resource, Judge Savage – and the Bar – 

would very much like SAFLII go from strength to strength.
Judge Savage’s 10-year vision for it is to see significantly 

more judgments available, improved accessibility to users and, 
of course, security of funding. 

“SAFLII remains committed to building and developing 
what is a national resource into the future so that all South 
Africans can use and enjoy the benefit of it,” she says. 

The importance of a resource like SAFLII in the context of a 
young and vibrant democracy, in an age where information is 
the new currency, cannot be overstated.

With an increasing number of legal issues piquing the pub-
lic’s interest, it has become more important than ever to provide 
everyone with the information needed to truly comprehend 
the importance of, and participate in, the national debate.

Users are encouraged to contribute to SAFLII and may do so 
by visiting its website. A 
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