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Foreword by the Lord Chancellor

The staff in Her Majesty’s Courts Service (HMCS) take enormous pride in the services they 
deliver. Your work is incredibly important, and it is highly valued. Over the last 24 months we 
have made large strides forward in the service we deliver. That we have is because of you and 
your hard work, dedication and enthusiasm. 

Yet we all accept there is more we can do. We need to transform the service we offer the 
public. We need to improve their experience of the courts. We need to deliver a palpable step 
change, a breakthrough in how the courts look and feel to the victims, witnesses, claimants, 
businesses, mothers, fathers, children and all the other type of people who through their own 
choice or because of circumstance need to use them.

The people who work in the courts day after day, understand and know what we need to do. 
You see what needs to be done differently and what can be improved. That is why late last 
year, I asked senior HMCS managers to tell me what has worked in transforming our courts 
and what more might be done to deliver the breakthrough. 

Those managers told me and I have listened. They have suggested eight things, which will make 
a real difference. They have told me they are achievable, they have shown me that they are 
making a difference in places right across the country. 

In Ipswich and Derby, care cases are regularly being concluded in less than 40 weeks. In 
Coventry, Camberwell Green, Thames and West Cumbria magistrates’ courts they have 
proved that cases can be dealt with in less than six weeks from charge. In Manchester, we 
have seen that in-house mediation is quicker than bringing small claims before a judge.

We now need to offer this level of service in every court. Things will not happen straight away 
in all courts. Undoubtedly making it happen will require the hard work and dedication of not 
only court staff through effective partnerships with the judiciary and all the other parts of the 
justice system. It is achievable.

Much of this will rely on getting the most out of individual relationships and partnership working 
at local levels. You are best placed to do this. These are your ideas and your commitments.  
I want to help and support you, but they are your responsibility. It is a responsibility you have 
asked me to give you. They are promises you have told me you can keep, and that you want 
to keep. 

Delivering a step change will be an incredible challenge, but it is one I believe you are more 
than capable of meeting. Improving people’s experience of justice is a goal I know we all share 
and one which delivering these eight promises will go a long way to helping us achieve.

Improving the public’s experience of the justice system is a goal I know we all share.
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Introduction

Over the past few years the justice system and the administration of the courts has seen 
fundamental changes, such as

•	 The bringing together of the administration of magistrates’, Crown and county courts to 
create HMCS;

•	 The end of the Lord Chancellor’s position as head of the judiciary; and

•	 The Woolf reforms that modernised procedure in the civil courts.

These and other changes, some of which are not yet fully implemented, have delivered 
a substantially better service to court users and improved the public’s confidence in the 
Criminal Justice System. These include:

•	 The creation of Specialist Domestic Violence Courts, Dedicated Drug Courts, Family 
Court Centres and Family Justice Councils;

•	 An increase in the number of offences brought to justice;

•	 The setting up of the Family Mediation Helpline and Website, which is doing great work 
in helping families find more appropriate methods to resolve their disputes;

•	 An increase in the enforcement of court orders; and

•	 The introduction of Xhibit to all Crown Courts.

Currently, there are too many differences across the court system in England and Wales. 
Performance and ultimately the public’s experience of the court system varies enormously 
from the North West to the South East. This can and must change.

But, this is not about dreaming up new initiatives. For instance, the crime elements 
come directly from Delivering Simple Speedy Summary Justice�. The way forward is clear. 
We need to embed culture change throughout the court and justice system to deliver the 
breakthrough needed.

These changes will not happen overnight nor should they be expected to. Our 
starting point is to consistently deliver a small number of achievable improvements that will 
make a real difference. You could liken it to a contract between local communities and their 
courts. A commitment about the level of service that any member of the public should be 
able to expect at any court in England and Wales.

1 http://www.dca.gov.uk/publications/reports_reviews/delivery-simple-speedy.pdf
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HMCS will, by the end of 2008:

− Give greater priority and urgency to public law cases often involving issues such 
as whether children should be taken into care, with a view to ensuring that the matter 
is resolved in less than 40 weeks or such later time as the judge or magistrate deems 
appropriate;

− Simplify and speed up criminal cases in the magistrates’ courts so: most guilty 
plea cases are dealt with at the first hearing; most contested cases have no more than 
two hearings; the majority of simple charged cases take from a day to 6 weeks (on 
average) from charge to disposal;

− Embed the underlying principles behind community justice in all 
magistrates’ courts, ensuring local courts improve their awareness and take account 
of local issues, particularly when dealing with low level crime;

− Encourage more families to resolve issues themselves through providing in-
court conciliation or directing parties to mediation where it is appropriate and safe to 
do so;

− Put in place systems and incentives to ensure that the vast majority of civil 
business is initiated online;

− Provide a simpler and quicker service in the county courts through introducing 
a presumption that all but the most complex small claims are dealt with by way of 
mediation; 

− Reduce the time taken to deal with cases in the Crown Court, so that the 
majority of cases are commenced and concluded within 16 weeks; and

− Provide a knowledgeable, personalised and readily accessible service, keeping 
users informed about the progress of their case.

Delivering these changes is not only about prioritising the things that will make a 
difference but also embedding a culture change to deliver improved service. Achieving the 
breakthrough requires not just a step change in performance by court staff 
but by other delivery partners/agencies, working with the magistracy and the 
judiciary. The importance of partnership working cannot be overstated. Court staff 
alone cannot deliver these commitments. The step change needed, especially in the 
criminal and family courts cannot happen without this. 

An example of the type of step change that could be achieved can be seen in the improved 
enforcement of court orders. Fine enforcement performance has now reached a national 
payment rate of 91% compared to our target of 83%.

Taken together this is an ambitious two year programme for improvement. It is unrealistic 
to expect a ‘one size fits all solution’. Different courts will have different starting points and 
for some the journey will be more difficult. Instead, what courts must do at a local level 
is take ownership, setting out how they can deliver the changes – not waiting for 
change to happen to them, rather working up plans that are both challenging and achievable 
and then making real progress against those plans.

The following sections set out how each of these eight commitments can contribute to the 
aspiration of a radically improved service. 
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1. Giving greater priority and urgency to public law cases

To give greater priority and urgency to public law cases often involving issues such 
as whether children should be taken into care, with a view to ensuring that the matter 
is resolved in less than 40 weeks or such later time as the judge or magistrate deems 
appropriate.

Public law care cases matter, involving as they do making decisions about the care of 
children. They involve only a small proportion of children who are looked after by local 
authorities – there are approximately 14,000 public law care and supervision applications 
(by child) each year. Yet for each of these children reaching the right outcome is critical. 
The PSA target announced in the Spending Review 2004 (which commenced in April 2005) 
commits us to ‘increase the proportion of care cases completed in the courts within 40 weeks 
by 10% by 2009/10’. Delivering a breakthrough requires not only meeting this target but 
delivering more timely justice in more cases.

The Review of the Child Care Proceedings System in England and Wales� published 
in May 2006 set out a programme for improving this. During 2007/08 changes such as 
revised statutory guidance for local authorities (covering better information and 
engagement with families and fuller exploration of safe and appropriate alternatives to court 
proceedings), a revised judicial case management protocol and a new legal aid fee 
scheme (including provision for pre-proceedings advice to parents) will be introduced. 
All of which will help yet the need to take action cannot wait. Local courts can and are 
bringing about change.

Performance in Barnet has improved by 4% since it became a Family Courts Centre;

Early listing of final hearings have led to consistently good performance in Leeds  
County Court;

In Liverpool, protocols have been devised to accelerate applications to discharge  
care orders;

Delegating some case management functions to Case Progression Officers in Birmingham 
and Luton have brought improvements;

Kingston and Croydon County Courts have been hearing cases from the Principal 
Registry of the Family Division to ease their workload;

Portsmouth is currently piloting new working arrangements such as the judicially led 
gatekeeper initiative;

In Wales and Cheshire, HMCS operational staff meet regionally to share good practice 
and review performance.

We also need to explore over time whether a more personalised target, setting a judicially led 
timetable around the needs of the individual case might lead to more cases being resolved in 
under 40 weeks. However, that is for the future. Improvements can and must be made now. 
Whilst it is clearly not in the child’s interests for a decision to be rushed or taken with undue 
haste – 40 weeks is a very long time to wait for these important matters to be resolved.

� http://www.dca.gov.uk/publications/reports_reviews/childcare_ps.pdf
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2. Speeding up the magistrates’ courts

To simplify and speed up criminal cases in the magistrates’ courts so: most guilty plea 
cases are dealt with at the first hearing; most contested cases have no more than two 
hearings; the majority of simple charged cases take from a day to 6 weeks (on average) 
from charge to disposal.

Following on from the publication of Delivering Simple Speedy Summary Justice in July 2006 
new working arrangements were introduced at Coventry, Camberwell, Thames and West 
Cumbria magistrates’ courts to test proposals for reducing the number of wasteful hearings 
and improving the speed of cases through the system. The evaluation� of these tests found:

•	 30% increase in guilty pleas at the 1st hearing;

•	 60% of guilty pleas were dealt with on the same day;

•	 70% reduction in adjournments at the 1st hearing for some form of interim hearing;

•	 significant improvements in contested cases with the majority of trials listed in  
6-10 weeks;

•	 an overall decrease in outstanding cases.

This approach is now being introduced across England and Wales. The details 
of the scheme will vary locally but at its heart is a cultural change to improve case 
management. This will require effective partnership between all parts of the Criminal Justice 
System. Therefore courts in partnership with their Local Criminal Justice Boards need to 
think now about how these principles can be applied.

Improved prosecution preparation for first hearing

A key part of the new approach applied in each of the test areas was earlier 
sharing of the key pieces of evidence (advanced information). The timing of this 
depended on local arrangements, resources and preferences but most typically and effectively 
under the new arrangements it was served either the day before or early on the morning of 
first hearings – that is, in time for the defence and the court to consider the papers.

Defence readiness for first hearing

Earlier provision of the key evidence meant defence solicitors had the 
information required to advise the client appropriately and to ensure that the 
first hearing was effective. 

The critical point is that defence solicitors had time to read the papers and take 
instructions from their client before first hearing. On some occasions the case was put 
back a short time to allow this to happen. 

More effective first hearings

At the test sites there has been a 23% improvement in the numbers of cases where the 
defendant entered a plea (guilty or not guilty) at the first hearing. This has come from 
district judges and legal advisers being able to read papers in advance of first hearing and 
are thus enabled to provide a clear lead within the court.

� http://www.dca.gov.uk/publications/reports_reviews/mag_courts_evaluation.pdf
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3. Embedding community justice 

To have embedded the underlying principles behind community justice in all magistrates’ 
courts. Ensuring local courts improve their awareness and take account of local issues, 
particularly when dealing with low level crime.

Delivering a step change in the public’s experience of the magistrates’ courts requires more 
than procedural reform, it also requires wider use of the community justice principles in all 
magistrates’ courts.

The key drivers of confidence are awareness, influence and involvement. Unless 
the public know what improvements have been made, unless they begin to perceive the 
court as being responsive to their needs, unless they are given opportunities to engage and 
get involved in the process, then, regardless of procedural improvements a breakthrough will 
not be forthcoming. 

By strengthening the links between courts and their local communities, local people’s 
confidence in the work of the court will increase and the community will feel empowered 
to take more action to tackle offending behaviour and reduce crime. Community justice is 
therefore an approach rather than a building, having accountability and responsiveness to 
the community at its core. This can be seen in the communities served by the models of 
community justice already up and running, in Liverpool and Salford. They have seen the effect 
of community justice on their streets and in their areas.

One particular street in north Liverpool, at the very heart of the local community, had 
become notorious for kerb crawling. 

The residents were fed up with this and brought the problem to the attention of ‘their 
judge’, Judge David Fletcher. He judged that the solution was not just a fine. Fines would 
not stop the kerb crawling happening. The problem would either stay where it was, or 
move to another area. 

Therefore, instead of fining defendants when they were brought before him, he banned 
them from driving. Responsive, quick, effective. An innovative and successful solution that 
ensured justice was delivered to the community.

This approach is now being extended to Birmingham, Bradford, Devon and Cornwall, Hull, 
Leicester, Merthyr Tydfil, Middlesborough and Nottingham. There will also be three initiatives 
in London. These initiatives will look to apply the key community justice principles.
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These principles are:

Courts connecting to the community, with local people valuing the courts as a 
community resource.

Justice seen to be done, with local people being better informed about the work of 
the court and having an opportunity to put forward their views on the way offending is 
tackled. 

Cases handled robustly and speedily. Community justice should enable swift 
resolution of cases through rigorous and effective case management as well as harnessing 
the combined potential of a range of agencies working together.

Strong independent judiciary, promoting compliance with court orders and tackling 
offending behaviour. 

Solving problems and finding solutions, making use of a range of available service 
providers in order to address and tackle the underlying causes of offending. 

Working together, enabling consistency, building trust and promoting a team approach 
to decision making and dealing with offenders. 

Repairing harm and raising confidence. Victims and witnesses must be kept fully 
informed and supported from their first contact with the system until after the case has 
concluded. 

Reintegrating offenders and building communities, improving social bonds and 
cohesion within the community.

In mainstreaming community justice, courts need to consider how to apply the quick steps 
that can ensure they are engaging with their communities. These steps include:

•	 Identifying an individual within the court to take the lead and co-ordinate community 
engagement; 

•	 Identifying a key forum through which the court will regularly consult with the 
community; 

•	 Arranging for district judges, magistrates and other court staff to attend community 
meetings and events; 

•	 Providing feedback to the community on action taken; 

•	 Actively seeking and advertising for nominations of sites for unpaid work (UPW) 
under the Community Payback scheme. When appropriate offenders should carry out 
UPW in the same neighbourhood where they offended, ensuring that work is visibly 
badged; and 

•	 Increasing the involvement of local people in selecting and becoming magistrates.

Whilst many courts are already doing some or all of these, it is not widely known about or 
widespread. This needs to change.
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Over the course of 2007, the Community Justice Programme Team will monitor and 
evaluate the impact of the new community court initiatives as well as continuing progress at 
north Liverpool and Salford. This work will focus on how the remaining two components of 
community justice – problem solving and repairing harm to victims and communities – can 
be mainstreamed across all magistrates’ courts.
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4. Encouraging families to resolve issues themselves 

To have further encouraged families to have resolved issues themselves through providing 
in-court conciliation or directing parties to mediation where it is appropriate and safe to 
do so, ensuring timely resolution of the dispute.

The primary aim of everyone working within the family justice system is to achieve the best 
outcomes possible for the child. This is reinforced in statute through the Children Act 1989. 
Yet when relationships breakdown, it is important that wherever possible court battles are 
avoided through families reaching and keeping agreements themselves. 

One approach is the use of mediation or in-court conciliation. Mediation or conciliation 
is not counselling but can and does smooth the path for a less acrimonious break-up. 
Mediation can also be quicker – taking on average 110 days as opposed to 435 
days for a non-mediated case – with high agreement rates in cases where in-court 
conciliation has also been used.

Some courts are already encouraging this.

Birmingham has been piloting a scheme where once an application for a child contact 
order has been lodged both parties are sent an invitation by CAFCASS to attend a 
meeting at the CAFCASS offices. Therefore, the in-court conciliation can take place 
before the first directions hearing and if successful, this hearing can be used to make a 
consent order. 

More can be done. Work is underway with CAFCASS to further extend the availability of 
in‑court conciliation schemes, to make the service available in every suitable case by end 
2007. This is regardless of whether the local court can arrange a conciliation appointment 
at the courthouse, as they can participate in schemes to list appointments at other suitable 
venues such as at CAFCASS offices. Research recently undertaken by Liz Trinder and 
others from the University of East Anglia will help inform the development of this dispute 
resolution service.

This fits with the longer term goal of developing a Unified Family Service, providing, where 
possible, family court centres. This is where both family proceedings court and county court 
cases can be heard usually under one roof – delivering a smoother, more seamless service 
to the public.
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5. Initiating civil business online

To put in place systems and incentives to ensure that the vast majority of civil business is 
initiated online.

The county courts handle the bulk of civil business in the courts, with approximately 
1.54m money claims and over 260,000 possession claims being brought in 2006. Since 
1999, Lord Woolf’s Civil Justice reforms have transformed the procedures governing the 
handling of cases, greatly improving the efficiency of the courts. However, in contrast, over 
the same period, little had changed in the way that claims actually reach the courts, with 
approximately 40% of claimants continuing to submit paper claims to their local court  
by post. 

The HMCS Business Strategy�, published in January 2006, set out to transform this by 
increasing the proportion of civil cases that are commenced through electronic or  
e-channels to at least 75% by 2010.

What are e-channels?

HMCS has 3 primary systems for issuing claims online:

•	 The Claims Payment Centre (CPC) based at Northampton. This deals with bulk 
issued debt claims – used extensively by banks and other large organisations;

•	 Money Claims On Line (MCOL) is also based at Northampton and provides 
a simple, convenient and secure way of making or defending individual or money 
claims on the internet. It allows individuals, solicitors, government departments or 
businesses to issue claims of less than £100,000; and

•	 Possession Claims On Line (PCOL) is HMCS’ newest system. It is a simple, 
convenient and secure web enabled application to manage claims for possession of 
residential property for non payment of rent or mortgage.

Our belief, supported by research, is that large numbers of claimants would switch to  
e-channels if they were aware of the benefits. This will be achieved by:

•	 centrally targeting those who issue large numbers of claims;

•	 undertaking local promotional campaigns; and

•	 ensuring individual court staff proactively advise the benefit and ease of use, of these 
systems.

In Essex and Surrey, local promotional campaigns were undertaken in seven pilot county 
courts during the summer of 2006. Court managers directly marketed online services to 
the larger users and court staff encouraged individual claimants, where appropriate, to 
use MCOL as an alternative to making a paper claims. Using this approach approximately 
10% of claims targeted switched immediately and a further 10% of indicated that they 
would be likely to switch in due course.

� http://www.hmcourts-service.gov.uk/cms/files/hmcs_business_strategy.pdf
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This approach is now being extended across all courts in England and Wales. In January 
2007, the benefits of PCOL were showcased to national mortgage claimants and from April 
2007, all county courts will begin directly targeting their larger local issuers to encourage 
them to switch to using electronic channels. This will be supplemented by frontline court 
staff, supported by new training and guidance, routinely sign-posting individual claimants to 
MCOL or PCOL when it is necessary for them to make a claim.

These local promotional activities will be supported by a series of central communication 
drives throughout 2007, targeting local authorities, housing associations and central 
government departments.

To reflect the direct cost savings through not having to process thousands of paper files and 
payments by cheque, HMCS will shortly be consulting on proposed new court fees. These 
will explicitly recognise the efficiencies offered by online issue through introducing 
differentiated fees for use of e-channels compared to making a paper claim. 

This will enable claimants to make substantial savings on this part of the court process. It is 
expected, subject to consultation, that the new fees will be in place from summer 2007.
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6. Providing a simpler and quicker service in the county courts

To provide a simpler and quicker service in the county courts through introducing a 
presumption that all but the most complex small claims are dealt with through mediation.

Mediation works. During a one year pilot in Manchester, 86% of the mediations 
conducted were settled on the day, not one of which required any follow up 
enforcement action. As a result of the pilot the judiciary in Manchester are referring 
more than 75% of all small claims cases to the mediator. The service has received very high 
levels of customer satisfaction, and many of the settlements have been achieved over the 
telephone without either party having to attend court.

James Rustidge, the in-court mediator at Manchester said:

‘For some people taking a case to court can appear intimidating, time consuming and 
stressful – not to mention costly. Mediation provides an alternative that allows parties to 
discuss the issues in a less formal environment, to ‘patch-up’ differences and most impor-
tantly to agree a settlement, rather than to impose one. This can be particularly beneficial 
where a continuing relationship is necessary – for example in a business case.’

Mediation is also faster. Most small claims that went to mediation in Manchester took 
around four weeks on average compared to 10-12 weeks for small claims that went to trial. 
Mediation itself usually takes one hour but can take longer depending on the complexity and 
value of the claim. 

This scheme is now being rolled out across England and Wales, with the service operational 
in nine further areas from March 2007 and plans underway to ensure a mediator is 
appointed in every area by April 2008.

Mediation can and will have a real impact on the public who use the courts.

Janet injured her hand when the council were cleaning the block of flats she lives in with 
a hydrochloric acid solution. 

The council hadn’t secured the windows properly and some of the solution sprayed 
through into her flat and onto her ornaments. She burnt her hand when she picked 
up one of the ornaments. The cleaning company and council refused to accept liability. 
Initially Janet tried to pursue her claim through her own personal insurance and then 
consulted a solicitor. As she felt the costs would outweigh the value of the claim to 
pursue the claim with legal representation, she decided to take a small claim herself 
through Oldham County Court. 

Her case was referred to the Manchester in-court free mediation service. Her case was 
settled through mediation in less than two months of her filing her claim with the court 
and she received £600 compensation. 

She said: ‘Mediation was an excellent way to get justice – and it saved a lot of time and 
money. It’s a good way to resolve a dispute if you don’t have a solicitor or are put off by 
the thought of going to court’.
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7. Reducing the time taken to deal with cases in the Crown 
Court

To reduce the time taken to deal with cases in the Crown Court, so that the majority of 
cases are commenced and concluded within 16 weeks. 

The Crown Court deals with a wide range of cases from the most serious crimes to appeals 
against decisions made by the magistrates’ courts. This complex range of matters can and 
does take different timescales to complete. Yet when the workload is looked at objectively, 
the majority of these cases should be commenced and concluded within 16 weeks.

Delivering Simple Speedy Summary Justice found that cases were taking too long, with too 
many unnecessary hearings and a wide variation in performance. However, there 
were some examples of good practice.

Courts in the North East of England:

•	 were working closely with prosecution teams to obtain case summaries for the first 
hearing in every case, so that the hearing could be more effective and any guilty pleas 
entered as early as possible with trial dates set; and

•	 had systems in place for courts and prosecution to regularly meet and review 
performance and address problems.

In Sheffield

To enable effective hearings, the prosecution shares key evidential documents. As a result 
of this:

•	 If a guilty plea is indicated, an indictment will be put to the accused if one has been 
prepared and a decision will be made on whether a Pre Sentence Report is required. 

•	 If a not guilty plea is indicated, or no indication given, a timetable will be set including 
the date of the Plea and Case Management Hearing.

•	 Most trial dates are fixed at the preliminary hearing.

But more needs to be done. For instance, several courts are trying out different ways of 
reducing the number of mention hearings through dealing with them over the telephone or 
asking that requests for mentions to be put in writing and to be sent to the court and other 
party for comment.

We can support this by providing:

•	 guidance for court staff to support any judicially led good practice suggestions;

•	 training tools for new list officers and case progression officers; and

•	 generic job objectives so staff and managers know what is expected. From these, 
competencies can be identified, which will enable the most appropriate people to  
be recruited.



Delivering a step change in performance

14

8. Delivering a knowledgeable, personalised and readily 
accessible service

Provide a knowledgeable, personalised and readily accessible service, keeping users 
informed about the progress of their case.

Changes to processes or procedures to speed things up or to find new ways of engaging 
with communities is and can only ever be part of the story. The final piece of the jigsaw is to 
embed a culture across HMCS that will deliver consistent and high standards of customer 
service. A service built around a guiding principle of meeting the flexible needs and demands 
of customers.

A starting point is the key ‘front of house’ role. Here court staff need to treat all customers 
with dignity, respect and sensitivity, whatever the reason for their visit. Ensuring that 
customers are promptly directed to the appropriate waiting area or service point and that 
any initial questions or concerns are handled. 

Andy Andrews, Bailiff Manager at Grimsby Combined Court won the Lord 
Chancellor’s individual award at the HMCS National Awards in March 2006 for taking the 
initiative to engage with solicitors, local councils and housing associations as part of his 
work. He also set up a number of advice surgeries in local libraries. Notably, he organised 
an event at a local college to provide greater awareness of the consequences of getting 
into debt.

Sheffield Crown & County Courts conduct local face to face surveys across all 
customer groups to build the service offered around the needs and demands of their 
customers. Court staff on a quarterly basis carry out up to 80 face to face surveys, 
analyse results and compare them to previous results to establish trends. Feedback from 
comment cards, user groups and complaints are also analysed. A quarterly action plan is 
then drawn up and implemented. Notices are then published on noticeboards around the 
building ‘You said...........we did...’

Birmingham Civil Justice Centre provides a meeting and greeting service, a key front 
of house role. Hearings at the centre take place in over 30 court hearing rooms spread 
across six floors and customers have found it difficult to find the appropriate hearing 
room or the appropriate counter to issue a claim. Court Security Officers were unable to 
provide a personal service at the busiest times due to the weight of foot traffic entering 
the building. Therefore, it was decided to put in place a ‘meet and greet’ arrangement at 
the busiest times prior to the morning and afternoon lists. Ushers meet customers as 
they come through the security arch and signpost them to the relevant court hearing 
room or counter. This arrangement has cut the number of customers getting lost and 
arriving late for hearings. It has been very well received by customers who often find 
arriving at a large building for the first time a very intimidating experience. 
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Ultimately what everyone who works in the justice system wants is to provide a effective 
service to the public. Service must be built around the principle that the public want to feel 
that their concerns and anxieties are understood and that individual staff are doing their 
utmost to help them through the court process and resolve their issues, rather than just 
passing them on to someone else.
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Next Steps

Identifying what needs to be done can only ever be the beginning. Now these 
commitments must be delivered in every court and courtroom. Where they are currently 
being delivered, those efforts need to be recognised and the good practice shared. Where 
they are not being delivered the court, including court staff and those in other agencies 
(CPS, CAFCASS etc) working with the judiciary and the magistracy will need to redouble 
efforts. Where they are not met, this is often not indicative of poor performance by the 
court alone but of a wider lack of partnership working.

One approach to enable this is to share information about how individual courts are doing 
with other court managers and staff as well as our delivery partners and the judiciary. 
Each of the commitments requires a partnership between the different parts of the justice 
system. When it works well they should all take the plaudits, when it doesn’t they need to 
collectively ‘roll their sleeves up’ and make it happen.

The CPS and the Police already use performance assessments with a ranking system of 
‘excellent’ to ‘poor’. Something similar for the courts will help galvanise the collective 
efforts of HMCS staff and others across the system to bring every court up to the standard 
of the best. 

It will also provide an important link with local communities. Over time this can only serve 
to improve confidence in the justice system. Courts that are performing well should 
be proud to display this to members of the public. Courts that need to improve 
should be prepared to explain what they are doing to make that improvement. 
Courts exist to serve the public, local accountability can only help focus efforts to deliver a 
first class service.

Unlike the Police and the CPS, we do not anticipate an inspectorate such as HMICA will 
award the assessments. Rather they will be an extension of the existing performance 
management system. Ultimately these assessments will only reflect some of the work of 
individual courts and it is important that the link with the balance of court business – be 
that criminal, civil or family – is retained to ensure that other important aspects of a court’s 
performance do not get lost.

Precisely what levels of performance would constitute ‘excellent’, ‘good’, ‘fair’ or ‘poor’ is 
still being refined. These definitions need to be credible and reflect the reality of the public’s 
experience from the moment they walk through the entrance to the court. However, it is 
envisaged that the first set of assessments will be ready by the summer of 2007.

Without anticipating what those assessments will reveal it is clear from existing information 
that there will be variation. Some courts are doing well, others less so. This is not an 
excuse to shy away from being open and honest internally and with the public about the 
performance of the courts. But we do need to be realistic about the size of the task and 
how long it might take for some courts. Our task is to help those courts deliver the same 
standard as that of the best.


