
VULNERABLE WITNESSES ACT IMPLEMENTATION STEERING GROUP

EQUIPMENT AND ACCOMMODATION SUB-GROUP

Thursday 21st April 2005,  Room 1W.10, St Andrew’s House, Edinburgh

1. Welcome and introductions
Paul Smart (Chair) SEJD Victims and Witnesses unit

Bill Moore, VWU

Robert Gordon, SCS

Isla Jack, SCS

Ron Lancashire, ADSW

Justin Farrell, COPFS

Margaret Allison, (secretary) VWU 

Apologies: 

Frank Russell, VSS

Frances Roberts, SCRA

Alistair Mackie ACPOS
Alan Girvan, SCS

2. Minutes of last meeting: 

      Approved with no amendments
3. Matters Arising: 
3.1.  Item 4: Transfer of funds to SCS for remote sites: Although the SCS did not expect the transfer of funds to take place until April 2006, this was not the VWU’s understanding. SCS agreed to provide VWU with estimates of costs in respect of remote sites as soon as possible in order to assist with programme planning in the current financial year.                                                                   Action by SCS
3.2.  Item 4: VWU advised the meeting that letters have gone out to inform all those agencies who have submitted proposals for remote sites of the SCS role. 
3.3. Item 4: costs to parties associated with using remote sites:  This issue has now been resolved and there will be no costs to the parties citing witnesses or to the site provider.  These will be borne by the SCS. 
3.4.  Item 5: Notice of Standards: Agreed that the Notice should be put onto the SCS website with links from the COPFS and Vital Voices websites.
                                                                                      Action by SCS, COPFS and VWU
3.5.  Item 7: Remote site toys and soft furnishings: VWU have identified some key principles and a list of suggested items and costs and passed it to SCS for consideration. 
3.6.  Item 7: Choice of remote sites: this item was followed up under this meeting’s agenda item 6.
4.  State of Readiness-field audit extract: Paper VWEA/09/05  
        This paper was introduced by the VWU field officer. It was agreed that the audit process

        had proved effective in raising the profile of the Act at a local level.
4.1.  Remote sites: Gaps in readiness were discussed. SCS advised that since the 2nd audit, SCS have provided the court clerks with guidance on remote sites which should help their understanding of the position in this area.  This section and the appointment by SCS of the project manager working in conjunction with the VW field officer should see some progress in the results of the next audit. 
4.2.  Availability of Screens in courts: SCS advised that the expected rolling programme for screens had not been operating, therefore court clerks had recently been invited to request new screens if required. 19 have already done so and it is hoped that the next audit will reflect this improvement. SCS will make use of the next audit findings to inform them of the need for further action. 
4.3.  Next audit stage: Members discussed briefly the problem of how to increase participation in the audit process amongst those key agencies already overburdened by work demands. COPFS noted that awareness of the Act will be high amongst those staff who are involved with VWA cases and have received training, however an audit of other staff may produce an entirely different picture. It may be therefore, that COPFS can provide a national response. The VWU noted that the initiative with local authority lead officers may provide a route to tap into local knowledge and experience. The next audit stage will also feed into the start of the monitoring and evaluation process. 
5. Remote sites update: SCS paper VWEA/10/05

5.1.  SCS introduced this paper as an update on the court sites, currently equipped to provide live TV links to other courts. They further advised the sub-group that Kirkcaldy and Dunfermline were also now fully equipped. The new High Court annex in Aberdeen is expected to be ready soon, along with Forfar court. In addition, all courts were cabled to receive TV transmissions and could be kitted out with one of two mobile tele-conferencing units on an ad hoc basis, to provide facilities in rural areas if requests for this special measure came through before a true site was identified. 
5.2.  The SCS ESD Unit will manage the booking of all sites and to help facilitate this, parties have been asked to provide ESDU with early notice of any expected cases, using the ‘early notice form’ attached to the draft protocol (see item 7). 
5.3.  Members noted the progress made and welcomed the report and accessible  information provided on the SCS website. There is still a concern about providing adequate remote facilities in rural areas so as to prevent children having to travel long distances. However the ESDU can consider any requests and try to respond.  Overview cameras can be installed in all courts, but there may be a difficulty in setting this up in a non-court site. This will be addressed as and when it arises.  
5.4.  SCS advised the sub-group that their aim is to provide dedicated, permanently equipped remote sites where possible but that they will also consider shared accommodation as a possibility in some areas. 
6. Remote sites – field officer report: Paper VWEA/11/05

6.1.  This paper was introduced by the Unit’s field officer who further updated members on sites proposals from  SE leased property in Hamilton, Children 1st in the Borders, SCRA in Glasgow, purpose built social work centres in Glasgow and Dumfries and NHS property in Grampian.  In addition the sub-group were reminded of the proposal for a fully mobile unit, paper previously circulated. 
6.2.  The matter of what would constitute a suitable site was discussed at length following concerns raised by the Judiciary and by other agencies during field visits. Concerns had been expressed by the Judiciary in particular about the use of sites owned by voluntary organisations particularly children’s organisations.  This arose out of fears of possible contamination of evidence especially where the organisation concerned had been involved in the case.
6.3.  Members were keen to note that all remote sites must be considered as an extension of the court when being used as a special measure for taking a witness’s evidence. This, and the adherence to the Standards and protocol, should ensure impartiality and should satisfy all parties. It was agreed therefore, that no agency should be excluded and that SCS should consult further with the Judiciary regarding their expressed concerns and seek their approval of this position.
6.4.  The use of a fully mobile unit was noted to be an expensive option which was unlikely to be cost effective and, although not ruled out, it was not considered in any further detail at this time. 
6.5.  The sub-group welcomed the appointment of the SCS project manager, Isla Jack, and agreed that both the VWU field officer and Isla would work in partnership to identify non-SCS remote sites between now and October. Their priority would be those areas most likely to produce requests for this special measure but that they would also seek to provide facilities able to meet the needs of rural areas. 






Action by SCS and VWU Field Officer
7. Protocol for remote sites: SCS paper VWEA/12/05
This paper was introduced by SCS and welcomed by the sub-group. 

7.1.  The role of the ESDU in co-ordinating the availability of sites was noted as was the SCS commitment to being present at any site during the conduct of proceedings. Members were pleased to note that this would enhance the image of impartiality of any site though this did not mean that SCS would have to be present in the room with the witness. 
7.2.  Members were invited to send comments on this paper to SCS by 29th April. 
                                                                                                         Action by all members
8. Evidence on Commission – technical specification: 
8.1.  The sub-group noted that the Standards for remote sites would require an enhanced specification for the taking of evidence on commission, depending on the eventual decisions about commission procedures. Annex B to the Notice of Standards has therefore been temporarily withdrawn pending further clarification. 

8.2.  A working group being established to look at the procedural issues inherent with this special measure, either used on its own or in combination with a live TV link. It is envisaged that a witness’s evidence would be relayed from a remote site to a commission either in another remote site or in a courtroom, and that both can be recorded to be played to the court at some later date.  E and A sub-group will continue to operate and have a role in the further consideration of issues surrounding this special measure.  

8.3.  Members were asked to note that any decisions about the technical requirements for taking evidence on commission from a remote sites, would inevitably have a bearing on the work of the field officer and SCS project manager and the size of sites they may have to identify. 

9. Monitoring and Evaluation: 
9.1.  The VWU advised the sub-group that the tender documents were sent out on 31st  March to 9 different research groups and that 3 had already responded positively. All submissions were due in by 13th May and it is hoped that the project can be started by the end of  June. The first priority for the project would be to establish a baseline from which to measure changes. 
10.  AOB: None
11. Date of next meeting:  

      Wednesday 8th June, 10.30am, Conference Room A, St Andrew’s House
Victims and Witnesses Unit

SEJD 
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