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Minutes of the meeting of the Courts Service Board
27th January 2025

Present: 
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Elizabeth Dunne, Chairperson of Courts Service Board
· The Hon. Mr. Justice David Barniville, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice Seamus Woulfe, 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
· His Honour Judge Keenan Johnson, 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. Owen Reidy, Board Member
· Mr. Noel Beecher, Board Member
· Ms. Sarah Benson, Board Member
· Mr. Derek Bunyan, Board Member 



Apologies 

· The Hon. Ms. Justice Caroline Costello, Board Member
· Ms. Rachel Woods, Board Member
· Mr. Sean Guerin, Board Member





  Also in attendance
  
· Ms. Maura Howe, Head of Communications
· Ms. Denise Cole, Head of Human Resources
· Ms. Lisa Scott, Secretary to the Board
· Ms. Rachel Murphy, Secretariat



A Quorum was reached.



1. Private Session – CEO Evaluation
Members of the Executive and the Board Secretary were not present for this item.

2. Minutes of the meeting 9th December 2024

Ms Denning, Ms Scott and Ms Murphy joined the meeting.
The minutes were approved subject to the correction of a typographical error on page 6.

[bookmark: _Hlk188024633]Meeting actions and Decisions
	Action No.
	Report
	Action 
	Update/ Status
	Responsibility
	Due date

	CSB 1/2025
	Matters Arising
	Ms Denning to provide update to Board in relation to Dublin Family Courts/Hammond Lane when OPW and Courts Service next meet
	
	Ms Denning CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 2/2025
	Matters Arising 
	Ms Denning is to write a letter to DPENDR and the Department of Justice acknowledging the increase of €2 million for payroll but noting the Board’s continued concerns and expressly referencing the commitments made in the Programme for Government
	
	Ms Denning CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 3/2025
	Matters Arising
	The Chair requested that there be an update provided in relation to Drogheda and Athy courthouse in advance of the next meeting 
	
	Ms Denning CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 4/2025
	4. Disability Review, Biannual Update (Report 1/2025
	An update Internal Audit Review of Compliance with certain Sections of the Disability Act to be placed on the agenda for the September meeting of the Board
	
	 Secretary
	25/09/25

	CSB 5/2025
	4. Disability Review, Biannual Update (Report 1/2025
	It was requested that an update be provided in relation to the use of video technology (including the types of cases that this is used for) (Action 5/2025).
	
	Ms Denning, CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 6/2025
	5. Healthy Places to Work Survey 2024 (Report 2/2025)
	A further update on HPTW will be provided at the September Board meeting. 
	
	Ms Cole 
	25/09/25

	CSB 7/2025
	Corporate Business Plan 2025 (Report CSB 5/2025)
	Ms Denning agreed to add a specific action in relation analysing the use of courtroom technology 

	
	Ms Denning CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 8/2025
	Corporate Business Plan 2025 (Report CSB 5/2025)
	A board member requested that a column be added to the report include the member of SMT responsible for each action . Ms Denning agreed to recirculate a version of the document with this information

	
	Ms Denning CEO
	24/02/25

	CSB 9/2025
	AOB
	It was requested that the CEO evaluation be placed on the agenda for the next Board meeting for Board members to discuss in private session 

	
	
	

	Meeting Decisions

	D01/25
	The Corporate Business Plan 2025 (Report CSB 5/2025) was approved



3. Matters arising 
Further to Action CSB 51/2024, Ms Denning provided an update in relation to Hammond Lane and the correspondence between legal advisors for the Office of Public Works and the Courts Service in relation to the proposed “put and call” arrangement. Ms Denning noted that archaeologists are presently on site. Ms Denning is to provide further update on the Board as the matter progresses (Action 1/2025).
In relation to Action CSB 50/2024 Ms Denning outlined that the letter to the Department of Justice and the Department of Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform has not been sent as the revised estimates process in December indicated an additional €2 million for payroll. Ms Denning noted that the Judicial Council and Judicial Appointments Commission were also brought under the Courts Service Vote. The Board requested that Ms Denning write a letter to DPENDR and the Department of Justice acknowledging the increase of €2 million for payroll but noting the continued concerns of the Courts Service Board and expressly referencing the commitments made in the Programme for Government (Action 2/2025). 
A discussion took place in relation to the implementation of the Judicial Planning Working Group recommendations and particularly the ability of the Courts Service to support the five-day week in the District Court. Ms Denning indicated a meeting is scheduled for 28th January between the Department, the Judiciary and the Courts Service in relation to this matter. The Chair noted that as matters currently stand the 5-day week cannot be fully supported in the District Court.
There was a discussion regarding the five-day week in the Circuit Court and the availability of courtrooms in the east of the country. The Chair requested that there be an update provided in relation to Drogheda and Athy courthouse in advance of the next meeting (Action 3/2025).

4. Disability Review – Biannual Update (Report 1/2025 – Two documents, including appendix)
Ms. Maura Howe, Head of Communications, presented the report. Ms Howe provided an update in relation to the Actions outlined in the Internal Audit Review of Compliance with certain Sections of the Disability Act 2005 (Report CSB 49/ 2024) since September meeting of the Board.

Ms Howe highlighted:
· The website accessibility score and the plans to upgrade the website by the end of Q3 2025;
· Accessibility services including the Access Officer and how this operates in practice;
· Improvements to Evacuation plans;
· Public Service Duty Action Plan and the work of the Inclusion Group, including the Assistance Animals Policy;
· Additional video – technology enabled courtrooms to support remote hearings;
· Issues with the physical accessibility of older court buildings and the challenge of the lack of funding. 
· A pilot Signage project is underway, using National Disability Authority guidelines

A query arose in relation to whether an external reviewer should be appointed. Ms Denning outlined the challenges that an external report may pose. However, Ms Denning outlined the Courts Service’s engagement with the National Disability Authority and the National Adult Literacy Service among others.in relation to website and system development. The primary challenge remains the estate and physical accessibility.  An update is to be provided at the September meeting of the Board (Action 4/2025).

It was noted by Board members that the National Disability Authority recently noted that the use of video technology is welcome and assists the participation of court users in their hearings. It was also noted that Safe Ireland have also previously noted the advantages of remote hearings for court users. It was requested that an update be provided in relation to the use of video technology (including the types of cases that this is used for) (Action 5/2025).

Ms Howe left the meeting.

5. Healthy Places to Work Survey 2024 (Report 2/2025)
Ms. Denise Cole, Head of Human Resources presented the results of the 2024 survey. The report was taken as read. With regard to the results and next steps, Ms Cole highlighted the following:
· 80% of staff responded to the survey
· There was a 2% increase in the Healthy Place to Work score
· Progress has been made across all pillars. However Ms Cole noted that “Physical Health” remains low at 45%. 
· Recent investment in Learning and Development has had an impact, particularly Leadership in Action training for Principal Officers (leadership is up 6%). Ms Cole noted there will be a cascade of Leadership training to operational staff.
· The importance of local Healthy Place to Work committees in offices/units;
· There is a concern over gap in overall scores between operational staff and non-operational/support staff (9%)
· The focus for 2025 will be on court-going staff. This will include training, engagement, management, judicial engagement and support.

The Chair outlined that the comments from the survey had been provided to her by Ms Cole in advance of the meeting. 

There was a discussion in relation to physical health and the plans for 2025. Ms Cole outlined the supports available on Spectrum Life application. Ms Cole highlighted this pillar will continue to be challenge given the type of work and the underfunding of the system.

Board members raised concerns regarding the leadership score and queried whether there was a role for Trade Union engagement. Ms Cole outlined the positive working relationship between the Unions and the Courts Service. The underfunding of the system is a challenge, particularly in smaller offices. There was a discussion with regard to staff morale in Circuit and District operational offices and the necessity for recognition of the work of frontline staff during the pandemic. Matters such as promotional opportunities, shortlisting for internal competitions and the impact of mobility on management of Court offices were discussed. Ms Cole noted that as a Civil Service body, the Courts Service must comply with circulars and policies in relation to promotions, competitions and mobility. 

The Executive Officer engagement sessions held in 2024 were discussed and Board members noted that further consultation with staff is required. Ms Denning agreed that many of the challenges outlined by Board member had been raised at the two engagement sessions held in 2024. Staff also highlighted that there is a desire to work from home/have more flexible working arrangements. This is a challenge given the nature of services provided by the Courts Service. Ms Denning highlighted that a Service Award has been introduced to acknowledge staff with 25 years’ service in the civil and public service, and this had been well received. Ms Denning outlined that additional funding has been provided for Learning and Development to provide District Court criminal training. This is in direct response to requests from staff. 

A further update on HPTW will be provided at the September Board meeting. (Action 6/2025)
Ms Cole left the meeting.


6. Quarter 4 20224 Business Plan Update (Report 3/2025) & Quarter 4 2024 CEO Report (Report 4/2025)
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO presented the Q4 Business Plan update (Report 3/2025), which was taken as read. Ms Denning highlighted the areas that were not achieved or partially achieved at year-end:
· In relation to Family court forms, these are presently before the Circuit and District Court Rules Committees. Good progress is being made in relation to District Court Family law forms pilot in court offices. 
· In relation to provision of information, work on information in relation to small claims is not complete but will be carried out in 2025. There is also some discussion over increasing the threshold for small claims. Information on repossessions is live.
· Regulatory Impact analysis: This arises out of JPWG. Ms Denning outlined that she plans to write to the Secretary Generals of all Departments providing the names and contact information of the Courts Service personnel that are to be contacted directly in relation to policy or legislation that may impact the Courts. 
· Memorandum of Understanding with Judicial Council: this was postponed due to the changes to the new grant-in-aid funding model through the Courts Service vote.
· In relation to the review of Legal Research and Library Services it was noted that this has been postponed to 2025 due to management changed.
· A revised timeline for the Unified Case Management System was provided.
· Data training for staff and judges is underway. This was delayed due to the rollout of master statistics
· Local authorities have asked to delay the non – garda summons project due to staff changes.
· The rotation of staff across the Criminal Justice agencies is on hold due to funding issues across the sector
· In relation to Planned Preventative maintenance, the scoping work is underway and this will be rolled over into 2025
· In relation to the Dublin Family Courts (Hammond Lane) work on output specifications has commenced and it is expected to complete this by Q2 ’25.
· Site acquisition or identification at Galway and Navan: Ms Denning outline the engagement with Galway City Council. An architect appointed drawings being compiled and meeting will be convened with GCC in early 2025
· Individual Sustainability Strategies for the Four Courts and the CCJ: The Four Courts element of this is delayed but on track for completion in early 2025. It was noted that CCJ Energy Efficiency Action Plan (EEAP) is being implemented on site on phased basis.
· This item is delayed due to issues arising with the definition of ‘operational control’ within the standard is challenging for OPW maintained buildings and CCJ. Statutory compliance with EV charging is also a challenge. Ms Denning noted the intention is to progress ISO50001 to greatest extent throughout 2025 but certification is likely delayed to 2026. This action has been included on the 2025 Business Plan. It was noted that this will be resource intensive.
· Work on embedding the Single Approach to Change is ongoing. Ms Denning noted that the Enterprise Change Board will be expanded to include an additional representative from Circuit and District Operations.

Quarter 4 2024 CEO Report (Report 4/2025)
In relation to the Quarter 4 CEO Report (4/2025), Ms. Denning, CEO presented the report highlighting the following:

· Judicial Planning Working Group Implementation
Ms Denning noted that since the report had been drafted, the implementation group had met on Thursday 23rd January 2025. The Courts Service update was circulated to the Board in advance of the Board meeting. The Senior Management Team will develop a Medium Term Implementation Plan for the service based on the discussions at the meeting. A further meeting will be held on 28th January with the Department of Justice and the judiciary in relation to the implementation of the 5-day week. An examination of different models that could be used for long term judicial resourcing will also be considered by the Steering Group.

· ICT, Digital and Data
Ms Denning noted that the Circuit Court Family Law portal launched in November supporting cases in Cavan and Offaly. This will be rolled out to other areas after the pilot period. There is discussion about expanding this to certain High Court lists on a pilot basis.

· Court Operations
Ms Denning highlighted the operation of Criminal Justice (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act, 2023 which was commenced on 2nd September and provides for Restraining Orders. Ms Denning outlined the challenges with regard to this legislation and the continued impact on court offices. 
In relation to legislation generally, Ms Denning outlined the efforts that have been made to engage with the Department of Justice in order to schedule quarterly meetings to discuss policies and legislation that may have an impact on the Courts Service. 
In relation to waiting times, Ms Denning noted the waiting times in the Dublin Circuit Criminal Court are a concern.
Ms Denning noted that the waiting time in the Dublin Probate office has been reduced to 6 weeks. The E-Probate system (staff facing) will go live in the Probate Office in Q1.
In relation to the Dublin Family Courts project (Hammond Lane), Ms Denning noted that an update on the site transfer had been provided earlier in the meeting. Ms Denning noted that further enabling works to fully prepare the site for hand over to the successful PPP contractor. The works primarily comprise the excavation of small portions of the site that remain archaeologically unresolved.

7. Corporate Business Plan 2025 (Report 5/2025)
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO, presented the report. The draft business plan underpins the Corporate Strategic Plan 2024-2027 which was signed off by the Board in 2024. The draft plan includes items which featured in the 2024 Business Plan that were not achieved/partially achieved. The plan was drafted by the Senior Management Team with a view to progressing the key outcomes under each strategic goal.

A Board member queried the meaning of “vulnerable witnesses” and Ms Denning clarified that this includes witnesses across all types of court business.

There was a discussion in relation to increasing the utilisation of courtroom technology, particularly for vulnerable witnesses. Ms Denning outlined that this is also included in the Judicial Strategy. Ms Denning agreed to add a specific action in relation analysing the use of courtroom technology (Action 7/2025).

A board member requested that a column be added to the report include the member of SMT responsible for each action . Ms Denning agreed to recirculate a version of the document with this information (Action 8/2025)

Subject to those amendments, the Business Plan was approved by the Board (Decision 1/2025).

8. Programme for Government Memorandum) Report 6/2025)
Programme for Government 2025 (Report 7/2025)  
Ms. Angela Denning, CEO presented the report which was taken as read. Ms Denning outlined the actions under the Draft Programme for Government actions which, if carried through, will impact the Courts Service. Department officials will meet the new Minister for Justice to ascertain Ministerial priorities and the CEO will meet Department Officials. The CEO and SMT will then incorporate priority actions into the Corporate Business plan for 2025. 
Actions having potentially a high impact in 2025 include the review of the National Development Plan, establishment of a dedicated Immigration Court, the potential increase to the threshold for small claims, an audit of courthouse facilities, implementing the Planning and Development Act 2024 and drafting an implementation plan for the Family Courts Act 2024, the appointment of 20 judges and a review of the Courts Service.
Ms Denning outlined that there will be a restructure of the Department of Justice. 
Ms Denning will keep the Board appraised of developments with regard to the Programme for Government.

9. AOB
The Board Secretary Ms Scott noted that the Action log for 2024 had been circulated to the Board in advance of the meeting. The log is colour coded. Outstanding actions will be carried forward to the 2025 action log, which will be appended to the minutes going forward. 
The Chair noted that Mr Sean Guerin had forward a number of queries and Ms Scott will follow these up with Mr Guerin directly. 
It was requested that the CEO evaluation be placed on the agenda for the next Board meeting for Board members to discuss in private session (Action 9/2025).
A Board member raised a query in relation to the establishment of a Courthouse Health, Safety and Security Steering Group. Ms Denning confirmed that a Steering Group has been established to coordinate implementation of recommendations from a number of sources including Internal Audit, the Health and Safety Authority and An Garda Siochana. Ms Fiona Wright, Principal Officer, is a member of the Steering Group and the liaison point for the Association of Judges in Ireland and An Garda Síochána . Updates will be included in the quarterly CEO report going forward. The Association of Judges in Ireland, staff associations and the County Registrars Association will be engaged.
Ms Denning noted that a number of staff members and a judicial colleague had passed away since the last Board meeting: Ulick O’Connor (Tralee Court Office); Martina Mangan (Naas Court Office); and Judge Marie Quirke, Judge of the District Court.  It was agreed that on behalf of the Board Ms Denning would write to the families of the deceased expressing condolences. 
The Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee Mr Beecher briefly outlined the work that is underway in the Committee under assurance mapping and the requirement for the Board to certify the system of internal control under the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies. It was indicated by the Chair that an update can be provided at the next meeting of the Board.

Meeting ended 18:40

Next Meeting 24th February 2025 – 8am. Virtual.
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