Reinventing the wheel
My great-great-great-grandfather, Hugh Hughes, was transported as a convict from England to Australia in 1787 with the (in)famous First Fleet. He had stolen 90 pounds of lead, but he quickly gained his freedom – and rose through the ranks of the new but brutal colony, as he was the only wheelwright – the only one who could make wheels, especially for wheelbarrows.
And “reinventing the wheel” really was a significant innovation. There were almost no horses to carry things – only kangaroos.
When we think of innovation, we often think of material things – like the wheel, and since the 1700s, industrialisation, new medicines and digitalisation.
But innovation is fundamentally about just two elements: doing something new, and doing something that is useful for society.
Innovation can also be about new ideas. Many describe Gandhi’s non-violence as an effective political “tool” that contributed to India’s independence.
And there is legal innovation – like the modern constitution, which has contributed to peace and democracy.
Many lawyers work on innovation every day – in law reform, in ground-breaking court cases, and in fighting to improve the rule of law.
And I am proud to be the first lawyer to receive the Innovation Prize at the University of Oslo.
I have had the opportunity to work on legal innovation in several arenas.
One of the most exciting journeys began at PluriCourts, a Centre of Research Excellence, with data-science analysis of 3,500 treaties and 1,000 arbitration cases in international investment law. We were able to show that the system often favoured multinational companies, Western states and male arbitrators.
The work attracted considerable attention, just as the UN was launching a major reform process. I was asked to lead a new international forum of 200 researchers, which was given a formal role in the process, and the work has fed into new treaties and standards.

Another project is S2-Data. AI-based attempts to improve public case processing and judgment writing have often foundered on privacy concerns and the lack of secure solutions.
Together with Runar Lie and the MESHR student team, among others, we developed a secure legal data infrastructure that solves these challenges. It has provided access to four million sensitive documents from the Norwegian Directorate of Immigration and opened the door to testing new AI tools.
Along the way, I have learned three things.
First, a great deal of innovation happens in collaboration with others and across disciplines. It actually feels a little strange to receive this prize alone.
As the Vice-Chancellor said: we go further when we go together. And I am very grateful to the Department of Public and International Law, the Faculty of Law, the PluriCourts and CELL communities – and especially Daniel Behn, with whom I started all of this, but who passed away four years ago.
Second, it is about learning quickly from mistakes – so-called “F-learning”: learning by failure. Six years ago, for example, we developed a machine-learning tool to help judges estimate how much time a trial would require. But it was never used! We had forgotten to ask the judges about the final design.
Third, it is about taking ethical responsibility early and looking holistically at the possible consequences. Today we live with climate change triggered by the industrial revolution, and with a form of capitalism that no one foresaw when England introduced its company law in the 1800s.
That is why it is an honour to work today as Co-Director of TRUST, where we try to understand the many consequences of AI – and what we can do now, in practice, to make it more trustworthy.
Perhaps we will make a “new wheel” along the way, or perhaps we will just “reinvent” it. Either way, what matters most is that it is of value to society.
Thank you.
