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Justice Committee 

 

Scottish Government’s Draft Budget 2018-19 

 

Written submission from the Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service 
 
1. This response is on behalf of the Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service (the 

“SCTS”) acting in its role to provide efficient and effective administration to the 
courts. The response does not include the views of the Judiciary. 
 

2. As the Justice Committee is aware SCTS sits as a member of the Justice Board 
to monitor and plan for emerging issues along with the Crown Office and 
Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS) and our other justice partners. This work 
becomes more essential in the current challenging budget environment. SCTS 
notes that in addition to joint working at a strategic level there continues to be 
strong working relationships with the COPFS to deal with operational issues at a 
local level.  
 

3. During the inquiry into the role and purpose of the COPFS last year the Justice 
Committee heard evidence from the SCTS in relation to ‘churn’ within the system 
and the work of the SCTS led Evidence and Procedure Review. We take this 
opportunity to provide you with an update on these issues along with an overview 
of the general business of the courts.  

 

Churn 

 

Summary business 

 
4. With the continued support of funding from Scottish Government to run additional 

courts, in particular domestic abuse courts, SCTS is now offering summary trials 
in all sheriff and JP courts within the 16 week optimum period and in relation to 
domestic abuse cases within 8 -10 weeks. 

 
5. Sheriff court  

 Trials being adjourned to another trial diet, with no evidence having been 
led, fell by 2% of trials called between 2015 /16 and 2016/17  

 Adjournments in summary trials, made on Crown motion, fell  by more 
than 10% between 2015/16 and 2016/17  

 Adjournments in summary trials for reason of ‘failure of a witness to 
appear’, made by either side, fell by around the same figure  

 At the end of 2016/17 adjournment of trials for ‘lack of court time’ had 
reduced from 6% to 5%.   

 

Sheriff Court solemn business 

 
6. Solemn business in the sheriff courts has undergone some significant changes 

over the last year. We saw a reduction in the number of trials in solemn cases 
adjourned following the introduction of the Lord President’s Practice Note in 
November 2015 which aimed to ensure a greater degree of judicial case 
management and control over the use of court time. The solemn reforms made in 
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terms of the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2016, which was introduced in 
stages between May and August this year, were also designed to increase the 
efficiency of the courts. These are still at an early stage and full data on the 
impact of these reforms will not be available until 2018. 

 

High Court business 

 
7. High Court business, despite the increasing numbers of sexual offences cases 

registered, and along with the increased numbers of trials proceeding, has 
reduced the period between first preliminary hearing to commencement of trial 
from 30 to 22 weeks in the last year.   

 

Evidence and Procedure Review 
 
8. Whilst the detailed information noted above is positive, SCTS, along with the 

Justice Board, has recognised that fundamental change to summary criminal 
business is necessary to properly address the ongoing inefficiencies, including 
churn, within the system.  

 
9. As the CEO Eric McQueen advised the Justice Committee in evidence last year, 

SCTS is responsible for taking forward the work of the Evidence and Procedure 
Review, which recommends such a change to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of summary criminal court procedure.  

 
10. This year has seen the publication of the latest Evidence and Procedure Review 

reports: A New Model for Summary Criminal Court Procedure (February 2017); 
and a follow up Report (September 2017). The follow up report considered the 
feedback from a programme of stakeholder engagement events held throughout 
the summer. This report commended the new model to the Justice Board who 
endorsed its submission to the Cabinet Secretary for Justice.  

 
11. The Justice Board also endorsed the establishment of the Interim Measures 

Working Group (a cross justice collaborative forum including SCTS, the 
Judiciary, COPFS, Scottish Legal Aid Board, Police Scotland and defence 
agents) to identify, assess and prioritise system improvements which will not 
require legislative change to implement. Annex A of the proposition paper: A New 
Model for Summary Criminal Court Procedure, made the initial suggestions 
which was the catalyst for this stream of work. A report on the interim measures 
will be submitted to the Justice Board in early 2018 with a view that a number of 
pilots be set up to test various suggested measures. 

 
Jane Macdonald  
Head of Legislation and Implementation Team 
Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service 
5 December 2017  


