Online Dispute Resolution and Rural Communities: Can the Internet Deliver Justice?
Emma Vertin

The dawn of the digital era happened long ago. Yet courts still struggle to deliver a demand
for remedies that move at a faster pace—Tlike the internet.! Some courts have discovered that the
internet is the answer in the form of online dispute resolution (ODR). Courts in at least 40 U.S.
states are considering ODR programs, and the market share of ODR is expected to increase over
350% by 2028.2 ODR uses digital technologies, such as web-based platforms, chatbots, and other
tools that the public can use to resolve conflicts more efficiently. More specifically, “ODR includes
automated decision-making, as well as online negotiation, mediation, arbitration, community
courts, and variations thereof. Its efficiency, accessibility, and ease expand access to justice that
moves at the pace of technology, thus allowing for innovation.” This blog focuses on how court-
sponsored ODR can decrease the distance gap and provide access to justice for rural communities.

Rural communities face distinctive challenges in accessing the legal system. Courts are
often located hours away for many rural residents, which increases costs of travel.* In remote areas
such as Alaska, where court
personnel travel over a wide area Attorneys Per County in Nebraska
to meet people, judges have less
time to spend on cases due to
travel time.®> Rural residents also
find themselves traveling longer
distances for non-court related
proceedings, such as mediation.
Moreover, there are fewer legal
professionals in rural areas,
limiting opportunities to obtain
legal advice and representation.
For example, in this author’s
native Nebraska, there are eleven
counties that have no attorneys,
and nearly a third of all - o w5 7 150 2

Nebraskan CountleS haVe three or Note: These figures include lawyers with active law licenses. Judges are not included.
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fewer attorneys.® Limited opportunity to obtain representation removes rural residents even further
from the judicial system.

In sum, one of the steepest challenges for rural communities to access justice is distance.
“Distance affects nearly every aspect of a dispute—e.g., distance between parties, distance from
lawyers, and distance to a courthouse.”” Put differently, rural residents are distant from the things
that bring them justice.

Given that ODR can be accessed anywhere with an internet connection, it’s well suited for
rural access. ODR addresses the distance barrier by eliminating the need for physical court
appearances and providing accessible dispute resolution tools. For example, conducting hearings,
negotiations, or mediations through video conferencing platforms like Zoom can alleviate
transportation costs and travel time.?

Yet, ODR’s potential goes beyond virtual hearings. “[I]f an individual can log onto an
online portal and provide relevant information, the judge can examine that information at any time
and send a response with an offer for resolution.” Courts are already relying on ODR throughout
different stages of litigation. Some jurisdictions have developed legal help chatbots or self-help
portals that that public can access.!? These tools empower individuals to navigate legal procedures
without the need for legal representation. Digital self-help tools can guide users through filing
claims, understanding legal terminology, and preparing for hearings. More advanced ODR systems
in many courts are a result of public-private partnerships. Matterhorn, a web-based platform for
court case management, operates in multiple courts across sixteen states.!! Matterhorn allows
litigants to search their cases, and if those cases are eligible for online resolution, it presents the
user with choices.!? These choices include going to court to resolve the dispute as it typically
would or to engage with prosecutors and judges through the online platform.!* The system then
collects information on the user’s request to engage online, any evidence or reasoning in support,
and forwards the information to the relevant court officials.!* The court personnel can review the
information asynchronously and make a decision or negotiate through Matterhorn’s
communication features.!> Most often used for traffic disputes, Matterhorn is attractive to many
courts because it is configurable.!®
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So what would a world with a successful ODR program look like for rural residents? Courts
that have already implemented successful ODR programs—including state-wide—provide some
insight.

Michigan launched an ODR program with Matterhorn in 2014, which allows defendants to
contest traffic tickets and misdemeanors entirely online.!” Users submit explanations through a
web-based platform that judges and prosecutors can review asynchronously, eliminating the need
for court appearances.!® The platform encourages accessibility from anywhere, with 40% of users
participating via mobile devices.!” The duration of cases resolved through this ODR system was
14 days, as opposed to 50 days if resolved through traditional processes.?’

Utah is another state that is implementing a mandatory ODR system to resolve small claims
cases. Utah’s ODR program guides users through a multi-step process that allows them to issue
and receive summons, negotiate settlement directly or with a third-party facilitator, before
eventually scheduling a trial, either online or in person.?!

ODR can remove a physical barrier to justice for rural participants, but it may also create
a new virtual one. Any ODR solution requires reliable internet access, which is another challenge
for rural communities. However, states with large rural populations are already tackling this issue.
South Dakota has invested $5M into expanding broadband internet access and launched a digital
literacy program in 2023.22 Even Nebraska—having the eighth-lowest population density in the
country across a majority-rural state>>—has established broadband initiatives resulting in
broadband access for 96.9% of Nebraskans and prioritize rural areas.>* While legislators are taking
initiatives to provide dependable internet access and erase the digital divide, courts should be
preparing to roll out ODR systems.

By leveraging technology, courts can provide cost-effective, efficient, and accessible
dispute resolution options that bridge the justice gap in rural areas. Court-connected ODR can
enable parties to traverse miles of distance through mere clicks—bringing justice not just faster,
but fairer, to those who may otherwise not have access to it. The future of rural justice isn’t down
the road; it’s online, and it’s ready for resolution.
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