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The Neutral Citation Standard for Case Law
A Summary

Background

[1] Traditionally, case law citation in Canada relied mostly on printed reports. With the increasing use of the internet, however, it has become more and more common for judges and counsel to retrieve and cite unreported decisions from electronic databases, thus revealing the limitations of traditional methods of citation. Indeed, these methods do not allow for a simple, official and permanent citation for decisions that are published electronically, several weeks or months before they become available in printed reporters.

[2] In the spring of 1998, the Canadian Citation Committee, made up of various specialists in legal information from the judiciary, academia and the publishing industry, took shape in order to develop a Neutral Citation Standard for Case Law (the “Neutral citation”). The Neutral citation was approved in 1999 by the Canadian Judicial Council and by the Canadian Association of Law Libraries. Since then, it has been implemented in all courts across Canada as well as in many administrative tribunals.

How Does it Work?

[3] The Neutral citation mainly differs from traditional methods of citation in the way it is created. For each decision rendered and publicly distributed, the court (or tribunal) assigns a citation that is printed at the top of the decision, so every reader knows immediately how to cite this decision. This method of citation no longer depends upon printed reporters. It is made available as soon as the decision is rendered and distributed.

[4] The structure of the Neutral citation is straightforward and easy to use. There is no bracket or special punctuation to remember, just basic information that allows for the unique identification of a decision. Below is an example of a neutral citation that would be assigned by the Health Professions Appeal and Review Boards of Ontario.
	2010
	ONHPARB
	86

	Year
	Tribunal ID
	Number


[5] The Neutral Citation is made out of 3 elements: the year, the tribunal identifier and a number.
[6] The Year element corresponds to the date of decision. The Tribunal identifier, e.g. “ONHPARB”, has a prefix corresponding to the two-letter ISO code of the jurisdiction – “ON” for Ontario, and a suffix that corresponds to the acronym of the institution that renders the decision – “HPARB”. The Number is picked from a sequence that begins with 1 every new calendar year. In the above-mentioned example, “2010 ONHPARB 86” would be assigned to the 86th decision rendered in 2010 by the Health Professions Appeal and Review Boards. Gaps in the sequence of numbers are permitted by the Standard; the only requirement being that each decision has a unique neutral citation.
What are the Benefits?

[7] The benefits of the neutral citation stem from the fact that it does not depend upon the mode of publication of decisions, be it paper or electronic, commercial or public.

[8] This approach meets the new needs of courts and tribunals since the Neutral citation standard allows them to assign a citation to a decision at the very moment it is released. Cases published on the internet can be referred to in an official and permanent way as soon as they are made available.

[9] The Neutral citation helps everyone involved in case dissemination, be they court personnel or legal publishers, to more easily manage, sort and process decision documents, thus facilitating and enhancing the various legal information products based on jurisprudence.

[10] The Neutral citation also facilitates the implementation of electronic research tools such as hyperlinks between decisions and case retrieval through field search. The format is simple so it is detected more easily by automated systems and it is less prone to errors when it is typed into a search box.

[11] Another advantage of the neutral citation is that it is friendly to users of case law. An author can cite a decision without having any concerns that the reader might not have access to the same reports. A reader can have access to a cited decision without having to consult the same report used by the author. The Neutral citation to case law allows the same flexibility as citations to legislation.

[12] Finally, the neutral citation contributes to the establishment of the public nature of Canadian jurisprudence by assuring that public documents from the courts may be cited in a vendor-neutral way. This guarantees a long term opening of the Canadian market for legal publishing, thus creating a more competitive playing field where nobody in the legal publishing industry has a monopoly on citation methods. Publishers now have to focus on the development of better research tools at a more affordable cost.

How to implement it?

[13] Once the decision is made to adopt the Neutral Citation Standard, a court or tribunal should add the creation of unique neutral citation numbers to its workflow. The neutral citation should be added at the top of each distributed decisions, after the label “Citation:”, as illustrated below:
Citation: 2010 ONHPARB 86

[14] Many examples of actual implementations of the Standard can be found on the CCC’s Neutral Citation page at http://lexum.org/ccc-ccr/neutr/index_en.html.
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