VULNERABLE WITNESSES ACT IMPLEMENTATION STEERING GROUP

EQUIPMENT AND ACCOMMODATION SUB-GROUP

Wednesday 8th June 2005,  Conference Room A,  St Andrew’s House, Edinburgh

1. Present:

Paul Smart, Chair, VWU

Robert Gordon, SCS

Isla Jack, SCS

Alan Girvan, SCS

Frances Roberts, SCRA

Frank Russell, VSS/WS

Justin Farrell, COPFS

Margaret Allison, VWU (secretary)
Apologies: 

Bill Moore, VWU

Alistair McKie, ACPOS

Ron Lancashire, ADSW

2. Minutes of previous meeting: approved with one amendment to item 5.1. Forfar court was not yet fully equipped with live tv link facilities.
3. Matters arising: 
3.1. Previous item 3.1: SCS advised the meeting that they expected to provide an estimate of costs for remote sites by end June to enable programme planning for financial year. 

3.2. Previous item 3.4: Members undertook to put the Notice of Standards for  remote sites on their respective websites. 
                                                                                                           Action: All Members 
4. State of Readiness – 3rd Audit Questionnaire – paper VWEA/01/3/05:

4.1. The sub-group noted the commitment to undertake a 3rd audit of phase 1. Members agreed that the first 2 audits had been useful in identifying gaps in readiness and in raising awareness of the Act across a range of organisations at local level. The 3rd questionnaire had been revised to take account of the implementation stage and members were invited to comment on this by 5pm Monday 13th June, so that VWU could distribute it later that week. Distribution arrangements were agreed.   
                                                                                     Action: All Members by 13th June
4.2. The group considered the need for a ‘state of readiness audit’ for the 2nd phase of the Act and agreed that there was merit in this as something distinct from the Monitoring and Evaluation project. In general, members felt that thee was likely to be less confidence and awareness of phase 2 at local level and that it would be useful to use an audit to help raise awareness and identify gaps at an early stage. 
5. Remote sites update – paper VWEA/14/05
5.1. This paper provided the group with the usual update of activity on identifying remote sites, and included information on VWU field visits in each Sheriffdom and Local Authority. SCS confirmed their commitment to providing 6 ‘dedicated’ non-court sites plus a number of ‘ad hoc’ sites available for individual cases. 
5.2. The group were advised that it was proving particularly difficult to identify dedicated sites in Lothian and Borders, North Strathclyde and Glasgow. The SCS project manager and the VWU field officer are now specifically targeting these areas as well as rural local authority lead officers and all universities and colleges to identify exiting video-conferencing facilities that may be booked on an ad-hoc basis. 

5.3. In the event that no dedicated sites can be found in any particular Sheriffdom, it was agreed that money could be made available to equip temporary ‘shared’ sites already identified.  Consideration could also be given to seeking Ministers’ input to encourage local authorities to respond. 
5.4. There followed discussion on the anticipated frequency of use of non-court remote sites and the anticipated use by witnesses over the age of 12. Reference was made to the legislation, section 271B and 271J and to Part 2.  Whist it is accepted that the Act provides separately for witnesses under 12, the use of a TV link from ‘any other suitable place outwith that building’ was also available to all vulnerable witnesses. Whilst it is clear that the criteria for section 271B is simply that the witness must be under 12, it is not yet known what criteria the judiciary might apply to an application for a witness over 12.   

5.5. Whilst it is likely that vulnerable witnesses over 12, may be more able to use a ‘court’ remote site, consideration was given to the possibility that more witnesses, particularly other children, may be helped by not attending a court building at all and that an opportunity existed to promote a culture change for all vulnerable witnesses.   All agencies agreed to keep this under review with regard to plans for future numbers of remote sites. 
6. Protocol for Remote Sites: 
6.1. SCS advised that this will be updated in light of comments received and thereafter put onto relevant organisation’s websites. 

                                                                                                                         Action: SCS
7. Evidence on Commission – technical specification:

7.1. Members were advised that the EOC working group is currently addressing procedural issues that will have an effect on the technical requirements for this special measure and possibly for remote sites.  SCS is represented on the working group and will be able to advise and attend to the issues as they arise. 
8. Monitoring and Evaluation: 

8.1. The meeting heard that the tender was expected to be decided next week with the research due to start by the end of June. It is anticipated that organisations will be invited to nominate representatives for the Research Advisory Group.  Priority tasks will include establishing a baseline for numbers of child witnesses and adult vulnerable witnesses which will help inform us as to levels of vulnerability and potential numbers eligible for special measures. The existing state of readiness audit reports will feed in to this process and the RAG will provide update reports to the VWISG. 

9. AOB: 
9.1. Forthcoming awareness/training events: SCRA advised that they were running 2 events, in Perth and Glasgow, with contributions from SCS and others. The VWU in conjunction with CoSLA have organised a national event for all Local Authority Lead Officers on 29th June, and SCS have agreed to contribute to this also.  
9.2. SCS ESDU update: Members noted that 2 applications for the use of a remote site had so far gone through the ESDU as per the protocol. These were in Edinburgh and Kirkwall.  COPFS recognised the need to make the protocol more easily available to local PFs by getting it onto their website. 

                                                                                                               Action: COPFS

9.3. Future of sub-group: Members noted the progress that had been made by the sub-group and were invited to consider whether the remit of the sub-group still applied or if the outstanding work could now be managed elsewhere. Members agreed that the agenda items 4 and 8 will now be managed by the RAG, whilst agenda item 7 was already being managed by a specific working group.  The identification of remote sites was now being managed by SCS and it was agreed that they could provide a direct update to the VWISG as an alternative to going through this sub-group. SCS were asked to consider this and whether they would want to establish an advisory group to assist them. It was therefore recommended that, with SCS agreement, the Equipment and Accommodation sub-group be disbanded and that its membership be considered by SCS as potential candidates for an advisory group.                                                                                        Action: SCS
10. Next meeting:  No further meeting arranged. 
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