Courts Service Board Meeting Minutes 



Minutes of the meeting of the Courts Service Board
13th May 2024

Present: 
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Elizabeth Dunne, Chairperson of Courts Service Board
· The Hon. Mr. Justice George Birmingham, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice David Barniville, Board Member  
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Tara Burns, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice Tony O’Connor, Board Member
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Patricia Ryan, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice Seamus Woulfe, Board Member
· His Honour Judge Paul Kelly, Board Member
· Judge Alan Mitchell, Board Member 
· Ms. Angela Denning, Board Member
· Mr. Stuart Gilhooly, Board Member
· Mr. Noel Beecher, Board Member
· Ms. Sara Phelan, Board Member
· Ms. Rachel Woods, Board Member
· Ms. Sarah Benson, Board Member



Apologies 
· Mr. Derek Bunyan
· Mr. Owen Reidy
· Her Honour Judge Alice Doyle, Board Member



       Also in attendance
       
· Mr. John Cleere, Head of Corporate Services
· Ms. Lisa Scott, Secretary to the Board
· Ms. Rachel Murphy, Secretariat


A Quorum was reached.




1.	Minutes of the meeting 8th April and of the 24th April 2024
The minutes were approved, subject to one small amendment to correct a typographical error.


Meeting actions and Decisions
	Action No.
	Report
	Action 
	Update/ Status
	Responsibility
	Due date

	CSB 17/2024
	30/2024
	FLCD Committee to consider whether this Child Care could come within remit of the Committee and this item is to be placed on the agenda for the next Board meeting. 
	
	Ms Benson/Secretariat 
	As soon as possible/next meeting


	CSB 18/2024
	34/2024
	The HPTW report with the full responses from staff be circulated to the Board
	
	Ms Cole 
	As soon as possible

	CSB 19/2024
	34/2024
	HPTW update is to be placed on the agenda for the September meeting of the Board
	
	Secretary
	September meeting

	CSB 20/2024
	35/2024
	The decision of the Board delegating this function to the Building Committee to be circulated to the Board once it is found.

	
	Secretary 
	As soon as possible

	CSB 21/2024
	AOB
	Circuit Court nominee to the Board and FLCD committee member is required.
	
	President Ryan
	As soon as possible

	Meeting Decisions

	CSB 
D07 /2024
	The Annual Report 2023 was approved





2. Matters arising 
A query arose in relation to the documents that had been requested in relation to documents that had been requested at the last meeting, namely the security incident breakdown, the letter from Ms Denning to the Department of Justice and the JPWG Progress report. Ms Scott confirmed that she had sent the security incident breakdown, the letter from Ms Denning to the Department of Justice to the Board with the draft minutes. Ms Scott sent the JPWG progress report and re-circulated the requested documents.

3. 	Family Law Development Committee update and Terms of Reference (report CSB 30/2024)
The Chair of the Family Law Court Development Committee, Ms. Sarah Benson, presented the report as circulated highlighting the following:
· The Family Law Court Development Committee has met twice since the last report to the Board. 
· The committee receives ongoing updates on the progress of the Family Justice Strategy actions and the progress of the Family Courts Bill. The committee also discusses a wide range of topics relevant to the entire family justice system.
· The committee has revised its workplan which sets out the key areas of interest and activities for 2024. The committee’s terms of reference were also reviewed.
· The revised Terms of Reference which were approved by the Committee at the meeting of the committee on 14th March 2024. The terms of reference are today before the Board for approval. 

There was a discussion in relation to the Child Care cases in the District Court, specifically in relation to the Family Courts Bill and the Dublin Family Courts building. It was noted that Child Care does not presently fall within the remit of the Committee, and that if it is to come within the Committee Terms of Reference, then the ramifications of that decision would need to be considered. The Committee may need to appoint members with expertise in that area (e.g. persons working in TULSA). It was suggested that the Board may wish to consider setting up another Committee specifically to deal with this area. Other Board members indicated that given the crossover between Family Law and Child Care consideration should be given to including Child Care within the remit of this Committee. The Chairperson requested that Ms Benson take this back to the Committee to consider and this item is to be placed on the agenda for the next Board meeting. (Action CSB 17/2024)

[bookmark: _Hlk135314207]4. 	Annual Report 2023 (Report CSB 31/2024)
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO, presented the Draft Annual Report as circulated.
Ms Denning outlined that presently the statistics chapter is a significant portion of the document.  The intention is that once the Open Data portal contains all the relevant data, this chapter will no longer be included in the Annual Report.
Ms Denning highlighted some items from the draft report, including the status of the Planning and Environmental Court; Probate; the operation of the Assisted Decision Making (Capacity) Act; the Unified Case Management system in the High Court and Circuit Court Family law; the number of tech-enabled courtrooms; the Virtual 360 tours; the Rules Committee updates. Ms Denning outlined that there are outstanding statistics on sustainability from the SEAI that will be received in June and inserted into the report.
Board members thanked Ms Denning and her team for the work in preparing the report. A query arose in relation to Chapter 4 on Governance and Transparency in relation to the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies (CPGSB) and amendments to this section were discussed. It was outlined that the Governance Framework is under discussion at the Audit and Risk Committee.
In relation to the statistics chapter, there was a discussion about whether the List Judges should be asked to review these prior to publication. Ms Denning outlined that the Data Metrics group have met with the Head of Data, Mr Mark Warren, in relation to statistics for JPWG. The Data Unit will be responsible for the Data portal. The Chair outlined that there has been some difficulty in finding the portal, which should be addressed in advance of removing the Statistics Chapter from the Report. Ms Denning outlined that this is being addressed. 
The Board approved the report. 

5.	Q1 CEO report (Report CSB 32/2024) 
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO, presented the Report as circulated highlighting the following: 
Judicial Planning Working Group Implementation
[bookmark: _Int_rD0U6tfG]In relation to the implementation of the Judicial Planning Working Group report, Ms Denning outlined that the most recent meeting of the Judicial Planning Implementation Steering Group took place on 5th March 2024. The Steering Group comprises senior officials from the Courts Service (Ms Denning), Department of Justice, Judicial Council, Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions and An Garda Siochana with members of the Judiciary attending as observers. 
The very positive quarterly data reports for Q4 2023 were shared at the meeting, alongside the accompanying narratives provided by the Court Presidents. In summary, the appointment of additional judges has resulted in reduced waiting times for hearings and for decisions. Updates from two sub-groups were shared. Items discussed included recommendations relating to HR support for the judiciary, pilot vacation sittings, the 5-day sitting week and the template Regulatory Impact Assessment. 
Tom Ward, Assistant Secretary, represents the Courts Service on the sub-group dealing with the recommendations relating to quasi-judicial office holders as well as the powers of Court Presidents. Ms Denning will be attending this subgroup going forward. Audrey Leonard, Assistant Secretary, represented the Courts Service on the sub-group dealing with Stakeholder Engagement. The CEO will replace Ms. Leonard on this sub-group on her retirement. Ms Denning attended the meeting on 19th March 2024 where a discussion took place on upcoming implementation measures which might impact other justice sector stakeholders, the implications of additional sittings and improving video-link to courts from custody.  Ms Denning outlined that staffing remains a challenge in some offices, which impedes the ability of the office to list more cases/deal with additional sittings. The Courts Service requires additional funding to provide support for the additional judges. A memo has been prepared in relation to the impact of JPWG and will be shared with the Department as part of the Estimates process for 2025. 
Ms Denning outlined that the next meeting of the Steering Group is in June. 

Family Reform
In relation to Family reform, Ms Denning outlined that the Family Law Reform team have successfully developed prototype forms for all principal application types within the District Court, aimed at simplifying the process and reducing the number of required forms. These will be trialled by a group of family law court users and will be presented to the District Court Rules Committee. The team plans to release new domestic violence application forms in Q3, with other forms scheduled for later in the year. Work has begun with judges, practitioners, and staff to co-design new divorce forms for the Circuit Court.
In relation to the Family Courts Bill, Ms Denning outlined that she has raised concerns regarding moving certain Child Care cases to the Circuit Court with the Department of Justice. She awaits a response. 

Court Technology
The 3-year project for the expansion of Wi-Fi services throughout all networked buildings managed by the Courts Service is continuing with a plan to add a further 25 Wi-Fi enabled buildings to the estate in the programme’s 2nd year. Seven new buildings were Wi-Fi enabled during the quarter, bringing us to thirty-one buildings fully installed across the estate under the programme, with 2 more at an advanced stage. Following recent Court proceedings regarding the Digital Audio Recording facility operated by the Courts Service on behalf of the Courts it became clear that a full data protection review of the facility was warranted. This review commenced in the quarter and will provide a series of recommendations, if any, as regards its operation and obligations under the GDPR. 





Cybersecurity 
In relation to Cybersecurity, a number of security policies were submitted to the Senior Management Team and approved in the quarter. Standards and procedures required to operationalise these policies will commence in Q2.
e-Probate
Ms Denning outlined that Q1 the project team has been actively developing a Probate content hub, which will become a reference source for probate practitioners and applicants. It is hoped that this will reduce the number of applications queried. Working with the Probate Office staff, eligibility (title) checking functionality will be incorporated into the hub in addition to refreshed plain language versions of existing content and information. The new Probate hub is due to launch in Q2. Consultation and interaction with key business stakeholders continues as part of the development of the eProbate system. It is intended to move staff onto the new system later this year, with an external facing portal scheduled to launch next year.

Data Dashboards
Ms Denning highlighted the delivery of new dashboards for UCMS Family Law and the UCMS High Court during Q1 with additional functionality added to the ADMC, Sittings and Probate dashboards. Development is also currently underway for a dashboard on District Family Law. In addition, work will soon begin to automate production of the statistics to be presented in the Annual Report. 

Scheduling of Summons
Ms Denning outlined that the current level of summonses awaiting scheduling can be seen more as a working balance than a backlog at this stage as there always was a certain level of unscheduled applications in the system. This is as a result of extra judicial resourcing being available and offices stretching their resources as far as possible to support additional courts. 

Assisted Decision Making (Capacity) Act 
Ms Denning outlined that the level of activity remains low in relation to the Circuit Court, and also in the High Court (in relation to discharge of persons from Wardship). The reasons for this are outlined in the report. Ms Denning highlighted some of the challenges to the operation of the Act during her appearance at the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Disabilities. 
A discussion took place in relation to staffing in court offices, and why there was an increased in Principal Officer and Assistant Principal Officers. Ms Denning outlined that some of these are registrars in the Superior Courts. Others are specialists appointed to lead the ICT projects underway. Some are solicitors working in the General Solicitors office- these solicitors are appointed at Assistant Principal Officer grade. A query arose in relation to whether the registrars in the Superior Courts should be Assistant Principal Office grade. Ms Denning outlined that this would need to be discussed with the Association of Higher Civil and Public Servants and Forsa. 
A query arose in relation to the appointment booking system in offices. Ms Denning outlined that there had been some issues in the Central Office when the system was put in place, but steps had been taken to provide for urgent appointments. 
There was a discussion in relation to the proposal from the Department of Justice to reduce the capital budget for the year. Ms Denning outlined that this decision would impact on any plans for additional chambers. Ms Denning outlined that it is vital that Budget 2025 addresses the need for staffing, capital and other items required to support the appointment of additional judges under the Judicial Planning Working Group Report.

Q1 Corporate Business Plan update (Report CSB 33/2024)
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO, provided the Board with an update on the status of the Corporate Business Plan 2024 actions. All Q1 deadlines were met, save for the provision of civil information on Courts.ie. Information had been developed however, queries were raised and further engagement with Court users is required prior to publication. 

6.  	Healthy Places to Work update (report CSB 34/2024)
Ms. Denise Cole, Human Resources, presented the report as circulated. Ms Cole gave a brief overview of the science underpinning the survey, the pillars of the survey (mental resilience, purpose, connection and physical health). The survey was conducted in November 2023, and there was a response rate of 52%. Ms Cole identified that the aim for 2024 is to communicate (in terms of the results and the proposed actions arising from the response) and to mobilise. Five organisational themes have been identified from the results. Managers will put local/office plans in place in support of these themes. The themes are:
1. Resourcing, 
2. Training & Development
3. Pressures/Challenges facing frontline staff
4. Manager Engagement with Staff
5. Physical Environment 
Ms Cole outlined that Physical Fitness and Financial Wellbeing have also been added as themes. 
Some of the actions that are planned under these themes include direct recruitment, courses on developing career pathways; a new entrants programme; registrar training’ updates to manuals and guides across Civil, Crime and Family; SMT engagement with the Association of Judges of Ireland in relation to sitting times; the availability of “Spectrum Life” to staff, which offers counselling services and wellbeing support; “High Performing teams” training; “Leadership in Action” training for Principal Officers and the Senior Management Team among others. Ms Cole identified that further is required in relation to the challenges facing frontline staff. HR have been working with the Data team to develop and refine a data dashboard (which will reflect staff numbers, by grade, as well as operational data) so that issues can be identified and interventions can be put in place. 
A query was raised in relation to whether there are certain offices which are strong performers, and whether the leadership/experience of those offices could be harnessed by other offices. Ms Cole agreed that in offices where there is a strong manager, a sense of a resourced team, working in a newer building, there is typically a higher score.
A Board member requested that the report with the full responses from staff be circulated to the Board. It was noted that there is some dissatisfaction from staff in relation to the engagement with staff, particularly outside Dublin. Ms Cole undertook to circulate the survey (Action 18/2024). She outlined that she had received very positive feedback from staff in relation to the recently held workshops for Executive Officers. Engagement with staff across the country remains a priority for the Senor Management team, with in person meetings being held across the regions throughout the year. These meeting provide an opportunity to staff to raise issues impacting their offices directly with the Senior Management team. Ms Denning outlined that the Senior Management team have read all the comments provided by staff and she outlined some of the differences between frontline offices and non- operational offices, as well of some of the differences between genders and grades. 
It was agreed that the HPTW survey would be placed on the agenda for the September meeting for an update (Action 19/2024).

7. 	Venue Review: Framework of Guiding Principles for Estate Management 
	(Report CSB 35/2024)
Mr John Cleere presented the report as circulated. Mr Cleere outlined that the document had gone before the Building Committee on 21st March and had been approved, subject to a small amendment regarding the definition of stakeholders. Mr Cleere outlined that the Courts Service Estate Strategy 2022-2025, signed off and published in mid-2022, sets out a clear vision for the estate and a set of strategic goals and initiatives to be taken in the medium term to support the realisation of that vision. The overarching vision is for “a fit-for-purpose estate that facilitates access to justice for all users and is responsive to our future ways of delivering services”. 
The strategy established four individual strategic pillars. Mr Cleere outlined that conducting a venue review was identified as a key action under the first of these “define the optimum estate”. To progress this, particularly following the publication of the Report of the Judicial Planning Working Group and with the continuing wider modernisation programme, it was agreed that a framework of Guiding Principles should initially be developed which would inform all aspects of estate planning, development and management. The document is being presented to the Board for information, the framework having been signed off by the Building Committee.
Mr Cleere outlined the challenges impacting the existing estates. Mr Cleere presented the principles as outlined in the report. 
Following the presentation, he decision of the Board delegating this function to the Building Committee was requested. This is to be circulated to the Board by the Secretary once it is located. (Action 20/2024).
There was a discussion about the impact of the appointment of additional judges under the Judicial Planning Working group implementation and the requirement for additional courtrooms. Mr Cleere outlined that while the view in the Long-Term vision-- when the Board approved this- was toward rationalisation, the impact of the appointment of additional judges and the pressure on existing courtrooms needs to be considered, Mr Cleere also outlined that the Courts Service will need to consider how courts will do business into the future. Ms Denning outlined the impact of population growth in certain areas, which will further impact decisions made in relation to the estate. 

8.	Financial Outturn & Budgetary Review Q1 2024 (report CSB 36/2024)
Risk Management Report (report CSB 37/2023)

Mr. John Cleere presented the report as circulated. This paper is for the information of the Board on the 2024 financial position following the completion of the first quarter. He outlined the expected need for a Supplementary Estimate this year due to pressure across Pay, Non-Pay and Capital. Although income through Appropriations -in Aid are forecast to exceed budget this year, they will most likely only cover the Pay overspend, therefore a full Supplementary Estimate will be required.

Mr Cleere highlighted the Department of Justice plans to reduce Capital funding by circa €1.4m as part of the NDP revisions later this year and on the plans to incorporate the Judicial Council and Judicial Appointments Committee into Vote 22 during 2024. He outlined that the Finance Unit are engaging with the Department of Justice and the Department of Public Expenditure NDP Delivery and Reform to achieve to address the significant financial constraints this year.

The Chairperson outlined her concerns over the Department of Justice’s plans to incorporate the Judicial Council and Judicial Appointments Committee into the Courts Service vote and highlighted concerns around governance in relation to this. It was noted by Mr Cleere that the Justice Committee is meeting on 21st May to consider this further. An update will be provided at the next meeting.

Risk Management Report (report CSB 37/2023)

Mr. John Cleere presented the report as circulated for information. 
The Finance Unit conducts quarterly reviews of the Courts Service Corporate Risk Register. The review looks at individual risks and upgrades or downgrades risks based on the feedback received. 
There are presently 19 risks -11 High and 8 Medium. 1 High risk has been increased from a rating of 16 to 20. This risk relates to the challenge in achieving a balanced Budget in 2024.
The Risk Register was updated at the start of the year and considered by the Board on 26th February. The Q1 review was presented to SMT on 30th April and the Audit and Risk Committee on 8th May. Concerns were expressed at the Committee in relation to the number of High-Level risks. A further update will be provided at the next Board meeting. 

9. AOB
The Chairperson thanked Judge Doyle for her participation on the Board and wished her well for her retirement.
In relation to the CEO evaluation, the Chairperson outlined that she will be meeting Judge Barniville and Noel Beecher prior to the next meeting of the Board.
The Chairperson outlined that a Circuit Court nominee to the Board and FLCD committee member is required. President Ryan undertook to provide the name of the Circuit Court nominee. 
Ms Denning provided an update in relation to the two assistant secretary vacancies (Head of Circuit and District Operations, Head of Strategy and Reform).  These have gone to mobility. If there are no applicants, the positions will be referred to the Top-Level Appointment Commission. Ms Denning outlined that presently Mr Tom Ward is covering Circuit and District Operations as well as the Superior Courts directorate. Ms Emer Darcy continues in the position of Head of Strategy and Reform on a Higher Duties allowance.
Next meeting is 15th July 2024 @ 4.15pm in person, Greenstreet Boardroom.
 
