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___ 
20 Date 2020 
 
 
Dear Convenor 
 
I will make a statement to Parliament next week on the response of Scotland’s justice system 
to the Covid-19 outbreak.  However, given the pace of developments, I thought it may be 
helpful to provide an update to Committee members on key actions being undertaken by 
Justice agencies and the Scottish Government.   
 
At a time of uncertainty and social isolation for many people in our communities, I know 
members will agree the importance of maintaining public confidence in the justice system.  I 
commend highly the leadership and the staff of our justice organisations for the way in which 
they have responded, both individually and collectively, to the challenges created by the Covid-
19 outbreak. I am especially grateful to the frontline justice staff and to those who provide 
essential support for all of their continuing work. At national, in what is a rapidly changing 
situation, we have benefited greatly from our existing collaborative  arrangements, for example 
through the Justice Board for Scotland and the Health and Justice Collaborative Improvement 
Board.   
 
The full impact of the necessary public health actions, including the recent decision to close 
schools, is still emerging. I am grateful for the recognition by the Deputy First Minister of police 
and prisons staff, along with other emergency and public sector staff, as key workers.  Despite 
this, justice organisations are having to make some exceptionally difficult and challenging 
decisions at this time. 
 
On Thursday 19 March, the Scottish Courts and Tribunal Service, following dialogue between 
the Lord President and Lord Advocate, announced a programme of immediate changes to the 
operation of the criminal courts, as well as to civil courts, tribunals and the Office of the Public 
Guardian, to meet the requirements of the public health response to Covid-19 by reducing the 
need for physical attendance at courts or hearings wherever possible.  Details of these 
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changes are available on the SCTS website: https://www.scotcourts.gov.uk/about-the-
scottish-court-service/scs-news 

On the same day, the Lord Advocate and Chief Constable issued a joint statement setting 
clear priorities for the investigation and prosecution of crime in the context of the Covid-19 
outbreak.  They emphasised their continuing commitment to keeping people safe from harm 
and dealing effectively with those who break the law.  A copy of the joint statement is available 
through the following link: https://www.copfs.gov.uk/media-site/news-from-copfs 

In response to a question from Gordon MacDonald MSP during portfolio questions this week, 
I also set out the actions  being taken by the Scottish Prison Service to reduce the risk to 
prisoners and staff from Covid-19.  These include the work of the SPS’s national coronavirus 
response group, which has implemented its national pandemic plan, with governors in charge 
overseeing the delivery of local plans in each establishment.  These groups meet on a daily 
basis.  The SPS has communicated with every prisoners in their care about how to prevent 
the spread of infection and has established clinically led protocols for the testing, management 
and care of those who may contract or be suspected of contracting Covid-19.  The SPS has 
confirmed that it has secured a sufficient level of personal protective equipment (PPE) to 
support those protocols.  

In response to a question from Jamie Greene MSP during the same portfolio questions the 
Minister for Community Safety explained the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service has already 
taken a number of measures and has invoked its Business Continuity plans. I have had the 
opportunity during this week, as events have developed, to speak directly with leaders from 
key justice organisations.  As well as expressing my thanks for their actions, I have 
emphasised our commitment within Government to provide the necessary support and to work 
with them on measures to maintain the fair and effective administration of justice. 

We are also engaging with other organisations who fulfil important roles within the justice 
system, including public bodies, such as the Parole Board for Scotland, and criminal justice 
social work professionals, who oversee the delivery of community sentences and key public 
protection arrangements in the community.  The Minister for Community Safety is considering 
the impact of changes, including to court programmes, for solicitors and advocates.  Regular 
engagement is also being established with the main victims organisations.  
 
I attend the frequent Scottish Government Resilience Room (SGoRR) meetings on Covid-19, 
chaired by the First Minister, to contribute towards the Government’s wider response to the 
current significant public health challenge. 
 
As Committee members will recognise, the position remains highly fluid and the impact of 
necessary public health measures, in particular on the availability of key justice staff, is still 
emerging.  It seems inevitable that further actions will be required over the coming period.  As 
the Cabinet Secretary for the Constitution, Europe and External Affairs set out in Parliament 
on 19 March, this includes consideration of the possible need for emergency legislation. 
 
 
In addition to my statement to Parliament next week, I will work with justice organisations to 
ensure continuing clear communication about the actions being taken to comply with the 
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expert health advice, whilst maintaining public confidence in the justice system and protecting 
the public. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

HUMZA YOUSAF 
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