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Summary
HM Courts & Tribunals Service (HMCTS) has again fallen behind on critical reforms. 
HMCTS is now 3 years into its ambitious £1.2 billion programme to modernise the 
courts, which plan to change the way people access justice by digitising paper-based 
services, moving some types of cases online, introducing virtual hearings, closing 
courts and centralising customer services. We last looked at the programme in mid-
2018 and reported that we had little confidence that HMCTS could deliver its ambitious 
plans within its timetable. Although HMCTS responded to these concerns and extended 
its timeline to 7 years, it is still struggling to deliver all it promised. Recent moves to 
increase police numbers and, therefore, the likely rise in demand, will only make the 
challenge even greater and place courts and the wider justice system under even more 
pressure.

Disappointingly, many of the concerns we raised in our last report on the reform 
programme have not been addressed. It remains unclear how the reforms are affecting 
access to justice, especially for vulnerable people. HMCTS has not shown it is doing 
enough to understand the impact on court and tribunal users before pressing ahead 
with reforms, increasing the risk that justice outcomes might be affected, particularly 
with the court closure programme. HMCTS has closed 127 courts since 2015, yet has 
produced no formal evaluation of the impact. But closures have made it more difficult 
for people to access justice. Particular groups, such as those with disabilities, on low 
income, or living in rural areas, are especially disadvantaged. Another enduring concern 
is the quality of stakeholder engagement. We previously pointed out the importance of 
winning the hearts and minds of users, but although stakeholders report improvements 
in engagement, they feel HMCTS focuses on informing rather than listening and 
learning. As a result, HMCTS risks undermining trust in the reforms and, ultimately, 
in the fairness of the justice system.
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Introduction
HM Courts & Tribunals Service (HMCTS) is an executive agency of the Ministry of Justice 
responsible for the administration of criminal, civil and family courts and tribunals in 
England and Wales. Against a backdrop of financial and operational pressure to improve 
the administration of the justice system, in 2016, HMCTS established a six-year (now 
extended to seven), £1.2 billion change programme to modernise and upgrade the courts 
and tribunals system. The reforms aim to alter the way criminal, family and civil courts 
and tribunals operate by introducing new technology, working practices and changing 
the way HMCTS uses its buildings and staff. By 2023, HMCTS expects that 2.4 million 
cases per year will be dealt with outside physical courtrooms and it will employ 5,000 
fewer staff. HMCTS expects to save £244 million a year from these changes, which will 
come from lower administration and judicial costs, fewer physical hearings and running 
a smaller court estate.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1. Reforms are continuing to fall behind schedule: we are not convinced that it is 

possible for HMCTS to deliver everything promised in the current timeframe. 
When we last reported at the end of its first stage, HMCTS had fully completed 
around two thirds of what it planned, but this time, at the end of its second stage, 
it has completed just over half. HMCTS opted to add an extra year to make the 
reforms more deliverable but this may not be enough. HMCTS and the Ministry 
expressed confidence that they will meet the new timetable, despite acknowledging 
that the fast pace of reforms is a key risk. But current and past delays, and the 
increasing scale and complexity of what is still to be done, make the timetable seem 
over-optimistic. Enabling legislation continues to be delayed, some users remain 
unconvinced of the value of the changes and HMCTS needs to balance the tension 
between taking time to understand the impact of changes and the need to maintain 
momentum. In this context, HMCTS and the Ministry cannot rule out further 
extensions to the timetable.

Recommendation: HMCTS should write to the Committee once it finalises its next 
business case to set out the proposed alternative arrangements if plans cannot be 
achieved within current timeframes, including what projects could be eliminated, 
reduced or delayed if reforms come under further pressure.

2. HMTC risks undermining public confidence in the fairness of the justice system 
by proceeding with its reforms without sufficiently demonstrating it understands 
the impact on justice outcomes or people. HMCTS is rolling out new systems 
and processes without first assessing the success, or otherwise, of experiences to 
date. To date its evaluation has largely been process-based, focussing on how new 
technology is working rather than the impact on people or justice outcomes. For 
example, HMCTS has not fully explored the impact that using video-hearings has 
on outcomes for defendants. Although some digitised services like divorce seem 
to be working well, representatives from Transform Justice, Law Centres Network 
and the Law Society are concerned about how online services may disadvantage 
users with low digital or legal literacy. Such people may be less likely to seek legal 
representation, putting them at risk of making uninformed decisions or incurring 
unknown costs. The Ministry’s interim evaluation of the reform programme will 
not report until 2021, which is too long to wait for a better understanding of impacts.

Recommendation: HMCTS and the Ministry should write to the Committee by 
July 2020 demonstrating how evaluations will influence implementation of future 
services, including, where possible, an assessment of how reforms are affecting 
justice outcomes. It should map out the links between planned evaluations 
and its reform delivery plan to demonstrate how learning will influence future 
developments and deployments of services.

3. HMCTS did not adequately consider how previous court closures impacted on 
access to the justice system, particularly for vulnerable users. HMCTS is planning 
to close a further 77 courts in the next phase of reform, having already closed 127 
since 2015. These courts were closed before services were moved online, meaning that 
many people are having to travel further to attend court. Organisations representing 
users of the justice system are concerned that court closures are affecting people’s 
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physical access to justice. Those living in rural areas, on low income or people with 
a disability are especially vulnerable as they may find it more difficult to travel to 
court. HMCTS admits that the initial closures were guided by the level of court use, 
rather than ease of access. It has assured us that future closures will only take place 
once it has evidence that reforms are reducing the need for physical hearings and, 
crucially, that access to justice will not be compromised.

Recommendation: HMCTS should set out what it will do to make sure that the 
needs of vulnerable users are considered in future closure decisions. Where access 
issues are apparent, it should put in place measures to compensate for difficulties, 
such as providing taxi vouchers in advance.

4. HMCTS has improved how it communicates with stakeholders, but many still do 
not feel listened to, undermining trust in reform. Since we last reported, HMCTS 
has restructured the way it engages with stakeholders and is giving them more 
information on reform. However, representatives from the legal profession do not 
feel listened to—instead their overriding impression is that HMCTS engages with 
stakeholders to communicate information rather than to listen and gain insight 
that will help shape reform. They also feel that HMCTS could be more transparent 
about the rationale for decisions. This concern was echoed in a recent stakeholder 
survey undertaken by HMCTS, which found that 42% of respondents did not 
believe HMCTS is open and transparent. HMCTS accepts that trust is undermined 
by myths and suspicions around the motivations for the reforms. The Ministry and 
HMCTS acknowledges that without putting users at the heart of the changes, the 
reforms will not succeed, and has assured us that it will do more.

Recommendation: HMCTS should set out what it will do to shift its engagement 
with key stakeholders from broadcasting information to genuinely listening and 
responding to feedback. It should provide examples where this engagement has 
resulted in change.

5. HMCTS cannot demonstrate claimed savings are attributable to reforms so 
taxpayers cannot be confident they are getting what was promised. HMCTS 
expects to save £244 million a year through its planned changes to the courts and 
tribunal system. So far it claims to have saved £133 million from administrative, 
judicial and property efficiencies. However, HMCTS cannot clearly demonstrate 
the link between where savings come from and the reforms it has introduced. It 
acknowledges that this is difficult due to its limited understanding of precisely what 
its staff are doing and is working to improve its data. HMCTS is focused on trying 
to make sure that making savings, by reducing operational budgets, is not adversely 
affecting service quality. Although we recognise work is underway to address this, 
we are surprised it is not more advanced given the need to demonstrate to Parliament 
and the public that the reforms are delivering what was promised.

Recommendation: HMCTS should write to the Committee by the start of its next 
phase (May 2020) with a plan demonstrating how it intends to measure and 
monitor benefits arising from reform. This should fully set out the evidence it will 
use to link reforms and benefits.
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6. The Ministry of Justice is facing a potentially huge spike in demand from changes 
to sentencing and increased funding for the Police, which risks placing increased 
strain on already stretched services. The intention to recruit 20,000 more police 
officers over the next 3 years will have downstream impacts on the rest of the justice 
system. The number of people being prosecuted and going to court, those being 
sentenced to prison terms and under the supervision of probation are all likely to 
rise. The Ministry is still working through the possible impact and quantifying the 
potential scale of the change, which will depend on when and where police will 
be deployed. Given the operational and financial pressure that court, prison and 
probation services are already under, it is far from certain the Ministry will have the 
capacity and capability to cope with a significant rise in demand. Sustained cuts to 
the Ministry’s funding have put services under strain. While the Ministry received 
a 4.9% increase in the 2019–10 Spending Round, it is not clear if this will be enough 
to match new demands.

Recommendation: The Ministry should report back to the Committee in six 
months, setting out how it plans to maintain and improve services in the face of 
rising demand in the justice system. The plans should cover:

• Court and tribunal services;

• Prisons; and

• Probation.
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1 Delivering the reforms
1. On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence 
from the Ministry of Justice (the Ministry) and HM Courts and Tribunals Service 
(HMCTS) on progress in transforming the courts and tribunals system.1 We also took 
evidence from the Law Society and the Bar Council, organisations that represent the legal 
profession, as well from the third sector organisations Transform Justice and the Law 
Centres Network.

2. In 2016, HMCTS, an executive agency of the Ministry of Justice, established a 
transformation programme to modernise and upgrade the courts and tribunals system. 
It aims to introduce new technology and working practices to change the way criminal, 
family and civil courts and tribunals operate so that the system is more accessible, just 
and proportionate, so that courts are only used for those issues and cases that cannot 
be dealt with elsewhere. Broadly these changes aim to simplify procedures and move 
activities online, thereby improving efficiency by reducing demand for court buildings. 
HMCTS is also reducing the size of its court estate and workforce and introducing new 
‘service centres’ to centralise administration and case management. Once the reforms are 
complete, HMCTS expects to reduce cases in physical courtrooms, employ 5,000 fewer 
staff, and reduce its annual spending by £244 million. The transformation programme is 
expected to cost £1.2 billion and take 7 years. HMCTS reached the end of the second stage 
of the programme in January 2019.2

Confidence in delivering the reforms and intended benefits

3. The reforms to the courts and tribunals system are hugely ambitious and on a 
scale which has never been attempted anywhere before.3 They involve very challenging 
elements such as multiple projects to create new technology from scratch, a diverse group 
of users and the need to build up the commercial capability of the Ministry.4 When we 
last reported in July 2018, HMCTS had fully completed around two thirds of what it had 
planned to in the first stage of the programme, but this time, at the end of its second 
stage, it has completed just over half.5 Despite this performance, the Ministry believes the 
programme is being well governed and is “broadly speaking, on track”.6

4. The reforms were originally due to be completed within four years but, following 
an external review and challenge from Cabinet Office and Treasury, HMCTS added two 
years to the timetable. HMCTS has now added a further year, meaning the programme 
will now take seven years and is due to be completed by 2023. We asked HMCTS whether, 
given all the changes and the ambition of the reforms, the timetable would be moved back 
again. HMCTS refused to rule out a further extension but told us that the extension of the 
timetable to seven years has given it “much more comfort that the timetable … is a realistic 
and deliverable one.”7 HMCTS said the extra year will allow it to build the “central spine 
1 C&AG’s Report, Transforming courts and tribunals: a progress update, Session 2017–19, HC 2638, 13 September 

2019
2 C&AG’s Report, paras 1.1, page 4
3 Committee of Public Accounts, Transforming courts and tribunals, Fifty-sixth Report of Session 2017–19, 16 July 

2018, para 3
4 Q 57
5 C&AG’s Report, para 6
6 Q 57
7 Q 58
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of the new digital system for civil, family and tribunals” as well as slowing down further 
court closures to reflect new principles around consultation.8 Despite its confidence that 
the new timetable would be met, HMCTS explained that one of the biggest risks of the 
programme was maintaining the momentum of the rollout. Furthermore, the common 
platform, which HMCTS called the “riskiest part of the programme” will not be rolled out 
until the first half of 2020.9

5. New primary legislation is needed to facilitate these reforms but, so far, all the 
necessary legislation has not been passed. The Courts and Tribunals (Online Procedure) 
Bill was first introduced to Parliament on 1 May 2019 but needs to be re-introduced 
following the prorogation of Parliament in September 2019, as it had not yet been passed 
into law. This Bill essentially sets up a new procedure rule committee to design rules for 
online services. Although not mentioned in the Queen’s Speech on 14 October 2019, the 
Ministry still expects the bill to be introduced.10 However, the Ministry and HMCTS have 
limited control over the timing of the bill and are reliant on parliamentary timetabling. 
Previous courts bills were lost following the 2017 General Election.11 HMCTS said that the 
absence of the legislation has not stopped reforms, but has led to them being introduced 
more slowly. Although HMCTS did not identify anything that it has not been able to do 
without the new procedure rule committee, it did concede that once the reforms scale-up, 
the absence of a dedicated committee will make things very hard.12

6. The Ministry admitted that budget pressures have impacted the programme. 
Affordability issues led to the Transforming Enforcement and Compliance Programme 
(TCEP) being cancelled, even though it was expected to deliver significant future 
savings.13 We asked what other projects within the programme could be cancelled if there 
is further funding pressure. The Ministry, however, said that there is nothing similar 
to TCEP “that is immediately detachable from this programme without a whole pile of 
dependencies failing”.14 The Magistrates Association, although recognising the rationale 
behind the decision, lamented that the positive work done might be lost, as well as noting 
that infrastructure and processes to support the enforcement of fines would need to be 
addressed in the future.15

Securing the planned benefits

7. The reforms were originally meant to improve efficiency and reduce HMCTS’s annual 
spending by £265 million (since revised down to £244 million). HMCTS claims to have 
saved £133 million so far.16 We asked how HMCTS monitors savings to make sure that 
they are linked to the reforms. To achieve savings, HMCTS relies on hitting budgets that 
are reduced in anticipation of changes. It told us that it has a “real challenge when it comes 
to … understanding … exactly what every bit of every HMCTS member of staff is doing 
every minute of their day.” HMCTS committed to getting a much better grip on this so it 
can be more specific about how people’s jobs are changing.17
8 Qq 58, 61, 63
9 Qq 67–68, 127–129
10 Q 41
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prisons-and-courts-bill-what-it-means-for-you
12 Qq 42–43
13 Qq 86–87
14 Q 90
15 Ev xx - Magistrates Association submission para 3.2
16 C&AG’s Report paras 1.1, 1.12
17 Q 74

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prisons-and-courts-bill-what-it-means-for-you
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8. HMCTS recognised that it was well behind schedule to reduce the staff headcount 
by 5,000, having delivered only 91 reductions since 2017–18.18 It explained that it made 
a conscious decision to reduce the headcount after delivering changes rather than in 
anticipation of them. HMCTS has started to reduce headcount in areas where change 
has been delivered, such as divorce and probate. Given the lack of progress, we asked 
how HMCTS intends to deliver on the promised reductions by 2023 without damaging 
operations. HMCTS told us that its use of agency staff gives it the flexibility to deliver 
reductions more efficiently in the future, without compromising services.19

Consulting with users of the justice system

9. Organisations representing users of the justice system told us that HMCTS has 
improved how it engages with them, echoing the NAO report which recognised positive 
changes in the way that HMCTS shares information on reform. The Law Society noted 
improved engagement on particular projects such as divorce petitions and online civil 
proceedings.20 But churn in HMCTS staff gave the Bar Council the feeling that “it was 
often saying the same things it had said two years ago, but to different people on the same 
sorts of groups.” Transform Justice noted the lack of transparency around the purpose of 
HMCTS’s engagement saying it is “not clear why anybody has been invited, why somebody 
else has not been invited, what the remit of the group is and what its result is.” The Law 
Centres Network also observed that engagement has tended to be around communicating 
changes in the hope that stakeholders get on board.21

10. HMCTS told us that where it has engaged with users, feedback has been positive. For 
example, it said that 82% who attended webinars thought they were useful. However, its own 
stakeholder survey found that only 42% of users view HMCTS to be open and transparent.22 
HMCTS pointed to legacy perceptions of the organisation, misunderstandings and 
“suspicion” around the motivation for reform as hampering its engagement efforts, 
but recognised it had to improve. The Ministry said the example of flexible operating 
hours, where HMCTS changed course due to user feedback, demonstrated HMCTS was 
“not just broadcasting, but listening.”23 Despite this, both HMCTS and the Ministry 
identified stakeholder engagement as one of the programme’s biggest risks that needs to 
be addressed.24

18 Q 92; C&AG’s Report, page 4
19 Qq 92–93
20 Qq 6–9; C&AG’s Report para 7
21 Qq 6, 8
22 Qq 79–80; C&AG’s Report para 7
23 Qq 81, 83
24 Qq 127–129
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2 The possible consequences of reforms
Access to justice

11. Organisations representing users of the justice system identified that their main 
concern was that the reforms would reduce access to, and the fairness of, justice. They told 
us that they were not satisfied that alternative methods of handling cases would maintain 
the integrity of the justice system and were concerned that increasing efficiency may come 
at the expense of ensuring a fair process for all.25

12. HMCTS has closed 127 courts since 2015. It told us that this first wave of closures 
focussed on courts with low levels of usage, where people would not have an unreasonable 
distance to travel to alternative courts.26 These closures took place prior to the changes 
planned under the reforms taking effect, meaning people still have to travel to physical 
courts that are now further away.27

13. Organisations representing users of the justice system, in both oral evidence and 
written submissions, were critical of court closures and their impact on access to justice. 
The Law Society challenged the process for selecting courts for closure, saying that the 
underlying rationale is not always clear. The Law Society, Transform Justice and the Law 
Centres Network explained that court closures have made it more difficult for people 
to access courts, especially for those in rural communities, those on low income and 
those with a disability. The Law Society noted a “massive increase in the proportion of 
the population who are at least 20 miles from the local court.” It said some people are 
making the decision not to travel to court, due to convenience, but rather waiting for 
police to pick them up and take them.28 The Law Society and the Equality and Human 
Rights Commission both provided practical examples of the impact of closures on people 
with disability. The Equality and Human Rights Commission explained that “one of the 
alternative sites to Northallerton Magistrates’ Court, which was announced for closure 
in July 2018, can only deal with non-mobile users by prior arrangement”, while the Law 
Society, similarly, said that in Yorkshire, HMCTS has to take Doncaster Crown Court 
“out of mothballs if a defendant has disabilities”.29

14. HMCTS defended the closures, telling us that “70% of [its] buildings are within five 
miles of another HMCTS building” and that it expects “the vast majority of people” to 
be able to get to court by public transport for 9.30 am, leaving home no earlier than 7.30 
am . However, both HMCTS and the Ministry conceded that, whilst access to justice is 
now the primary factor in deciding to close any further courts, itmay not have been in the 
past.30 HMCTS plans to close a further 77 courts over the next few years.31 It pointed to 
two specific steps it will take to ensure access to justice is prioritised going forward. First, 
HMCTS said that it has published a list of principles which must be followed before future 
closures. HMCTS also said that it is taking a more practical approach to measuring travel 
times to court, including analysing public transport schedules and their reliability.32

25 Qq 2, 5, 8; Ev xx submission from Magistrates Association para 3.3–3.6
26 Q 97; C&AG’s Report para 10
27 Ev xx submission from Transform Justice para 3.5
28 Q 10
29 Q 12; Ev xx submission from Equality and Human Rights Commission page 7
30 Qq 95–96
31 C&AG’s Report para 11
32 Qq 95, 97
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15. The closure of physical courts increases the importance of digital and online 
technology. We received positive feedback about progress in rolling out some services 
online, particularly divorce, probate and small claims processes.33 The Equality and 
Human Rights Commission, however, commented that 17% of rural properties do not 
have access to decent broadband, exacerbating the impact of court closures.34 The Law 
Centres Network also raised concerns that HMCTS does not recognise that digital 
literacy is lower among vulnerable groups, who are more likely to interact with the justice 
system. Transform Justice shared research that showed higher rates of digital exclusion 
were present in those on lower incomes, those living in social housing, people on benefits, 
older people and those with disabilities.35

16. Representatives of the legal profession also raised concerns that both court closures 
and new online processes are leading to more people missing out on legal advice and 
making uninformed choices. Both the Bar Council and the Law Society provided 
anecdotal evidence that the closure of courts had led to local legal practices also closing.36 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission was also concerned that a reliance on online 
courts may have an impact on access to or take-up of legal advice, potentially increasing 
the risk that people engage in the justice system without proper legal advice.37 The Law 
Society gave the example of the online small claims process, where plans to extend it 
above the current small claims limit could lead to people incurring significant costs at the 
press of a button, without fully understanding the consequences. Similarly, Transform 
Justice told us that the Single Justice Procedure, which enables defendants to plead guilty 
online and choose to have their case decided by a single magistrate without going to court, 
has reduced engagement with the justice system.38

Evaluating the impact of reforms

17. Organisations representing users of the justice system were also concerned about 
the approach to evaluating the impact of reforms. In its written evidence, the Magistrates 
Association suggested HMCTS needed to focus on understanding the impact of reforms 
on court users.39 Transform Justice, the Law Centres Network and the Law Society all 
raised the risk of the Ministry and HMCTS pushing ahead with planned reform without 
first assessing the success or otherwise of experiences to date.40 Transform Justice told 
us that, where there is a planned evaluation, “there is no question mark as to whether 
[HMCTS] will go ahead”.41

18. The Ministry explained that a full evaluation of the reforms would take place at 
the end of the reform programme, while an interim evaluation would be completed by 
2021. The Ministry also pointed to HMCTS’s approach of testing systems as they are 
built.42 HMCTS defended its approach to evaluation, acknowledging the tension between 

33 Qq 3, 4, 30
34 Ev xx submission from Equality and Human Rights pages 6 -7
35 Qq 31–32 and Catrina Denvir, Assisted Digital Support for Civil Justice System Users – Demand, Design and & 

Implementation page iii
36 Q 15
37 Ev xx submission from Equality and Human Rights Commission page 5
38 Qq 4, 7
39 Ev xx submission from Magistrates Association para 3.5
40 Qq 21, 35
41 Q 22
42 Q 122
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evaluating something formally before it has been done and making sure there is sufficient 
evidence.43

19. Transform Justice told us that most testing done by HMCTS is ‘process-based’ and 
does not look at the outcomes. We explored this issue in the context of video hearings. The 
Bar Council criticised the scope of the pilot for video testing, while the Law Society told us 
of research in the USA that found “where judges and decision-makers engage with people 
over a video link, they have a lower degree of empathy than when dealing with someone 
face-to-face.”44 Similarly, the Equality and Human Rights Commission flagged several 
concerns about the use of video hearings increasing unfairness, limiting access to justice 
and potentially impacting court outcomes.45

20. HMCTS confirmed that evaluation of video hearings is primarily focussing on how 
new technology is working. It remarked that part of the reason for process-based testing 
is that the use of video hearings is intended to be limited and that they will not be used 
for full criminal trials.46 HMCTS explained that existing data on the use of video in 
magistrates courts “made it very difficult to look back…and see whether the use of video 
appears to have had any impact” but that it was starting to improve this data. Although it 
cited some international research, HMCTS acknowledged this did not provide the answer 
and that it would have to “pull that learning together and test it”.47

Responding to increased demand

21. Government has a track record of changing one element of a system without fully 
recognising the consequences for the rest of the system, or across other government 
departments. Recent announcements of funding for an additional 20,000 police officers 
and changes to sentencing policy will inevitably affect the number of people being 
prosecuted, going to court, being sentenced to prison terms and being supervised by 
probation services. Court, prison and probation services are already under considerable 
strain.

22. We asked the Ministry and HMCTS to set out the operational impact of increasing 
police numbers. The Ministry told us that this is inherently uncertain given it does not 
know how the new police officers will be deployed and the type of cases they will pursue. 
However, it did anticipate an increase in demand for both HMCTS and HM Prison and 
Probation Service. The Ministry welcomed recent measures announced in the spending 
round for both courts and probation as recognition of the need to fund downstream parts 
of the system.48

23. The Ministry indicated its greatest concern was the impact on prisons, with some 
projections resulting in a “very substantial increase in the prison population” requiring a 
prison building and maintenance programme “bigger than anything that has happened in 
recent years.” The Ministry refused to share its estimates of the impact of increased police 
numbers on the prison population due to the inherent uncertainty, but confirmed that 

43 Q 126
44 Qq 8–9
45 Ev xx submission from Equality and Human Rights Commission page 3
46 Q 123
47 Q 124
48 Q 45
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sentencing reforms would increase the prison population by 2,000 by 2030. It also shared 
concerns about the capacity of the probation system to cope with increased demand given 
it is in the midst of significant reform.49

24. HMCTS told us that it expects to see a higher number of cases in both the magistrates 
and crown courts. It believed that it could flex its operations to adapt to greater volumes of 
cases if this is properly funded. However, HMCTS did concede that at the very upper end 
of the projections it would have serious concerns about court maintenance if it needed to 
run courts at maximum capacity.50

25. We asked about the decision not to reduce the court backlog of criminal cases. The 
Ministry opted to reduce its allocation of court sitting days next year and therefore limit 
the number of judges available to sit in court, and court sessions. This will maintain the 
number of outstanding criminal cases in the backlog at the same level.51 The Ministry told 
us that it was a conscious decision to keep the backlog at existing levels, rather than direct 
funds to reduce it, although it keeps this strategy under routine review.52 HMCTS said 
that average waiting times for trials are the lowest in four years. However, those who plead 
not guilty are still waiting more than half a year—28 weeks—to get a trial, with those on 
bail waiting 21 weeks. Similarly those on remand are waiting almost 13 weeks in prison. 
Whilst HMCTS noted that this was the lowest for four years, both it and the Ministry 
acknowledged waiting times were a concern.53

49 Qq 46–48
50 Q 46
51 Q 50; https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/crown-court-sitting-days-decision-political-senior-presiding-

judge/5101368.article
52 Q 50
53 Qq 52–54
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Formal Minutes
Monday 4 November 2019

Members present:

Meg Hillier, in the Chair

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown
Nigel Mills

Layla Moran
Bridget Phillipson

Draft Report (Transforming Courts and Tribunals: progress review), proposed by the Chair, 
brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 25 read and agreed to.

Introduction agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Second of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

[Adjourned to a day and time to be fixed by the Chair.
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

Monday 7 October 2019

Penelope Gibbs, Director, Transform Justice, Nimrod Ben-Cnaan, Head of 
Policy and Profile, Law Centres Network, Richard Miller, Head of Justice, 
The Law Society, Samuel Townend, Member of Legal Services Committee, 
The Bar Council Q1–39

Wednesday 16 October 2019

Sir Richard Heaton, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Justice, Susan Acland-
Hood, Chief Executive, and Richard Goodman, Change Director, HM Courts 
and Tribunals Service Q40–132

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/transforming-courts-and-tribunals-progress-review-17-19/publications/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/transforming-courts-and-tribunals-progress-review-17-19/publications/
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public-Accounts/Transforming-Courts-and-Tribunals-progress-review/Oral/106160.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public-Accounts/Transforming-Courts-and-Tribunals-progress-review/Oral/106416.html
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3 Transform Justice (CTR0001)
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https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/transforming-courts-and-tribunals-progress-review-17-19/publications/
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public-Accounts/Transforming-Courts-and-Tribunals-progress-review/Written/106341.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public-Accounts/Transforming-Courts-and-Tribunals-progress-review/Written/106218.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public-Accounts/Transforming-Courts-and-Tribunals-progress-review/Written/106040.html
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