Courts Service Board Meeting Minutes 



Minutes of the meeting of the Courts Service Board
7th April 2025

Present: 
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Elizabeth Dunne, Chairperson of Courts Service Board
· The Hon. Mr. Justice David Barniville, Board Member
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Caroline Costello, Board Member
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Tara Burns, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice Seamus Woulfe, 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
· Ms. Rachel Woods, Board Member
· Mr. Sean Guerin, Board Member
· Mr. Stuart Gilhooly, Board Member
· Mr. Noel Beecher, Board Member
· Ms. Sarah Benson, Board Member
· Mr. Derek Bunyan, Board Member 


           Apologies  
· Mr. Owen Reidy, Board Member




  Also in attendance
  
· Mr. John Cleere, Head of Corporate Services
· Mr. Owen Harrison, Chief Information Officer/Head of ICT
· Ms. Denise Cole, Head of Human Resources
· Ms. Lisa Scott, Secretary to the Board
· Ms. Rachel Murphy, Secretariat
· Mr Tom Ward, Institute of Public Administration (Observer, as part of the Board Effectiveness Review)



A Quorum was reached.



The Chair reminded the Board members to complete the Board Effectiveness survey circulated by the IPA.

1. Minutes of the meeting 24th February 2025
The minutes were approved subject to the amendment circulated by President Barniville in advance of the meeting.


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

	CSB 14/2025
	Artificial Intelligence (Report CSB 16.2025)
	Further updates be provided on AI to be included in the CEO quarterly reports to the Board
	
	Ms Denning
	26/05/2025

	CSB 15/2025
	People and Organisation Strategy 2025 – 2027 (Report CSB 17.2025)
	The Chair requested that the draft People and Organisation strategy be reviewed further by Ms Cole in light of the feedback raised by the Board (Action CSB 15/2025)
	
	Ms Cole
	26/05/2025

	CSB 16/2025
	Finance Committee Update
	Ms Denning is to provide an update on NSSO/overpayments in the next CEO report to the Board under Human Resources
	
	Ms Denning
	26/05/2025

	CSB 17/2025
	AOB
	Letter from DPENDR to Ms Denning (dated 25th March 2025) in response to her letter of 13th February 2025 is to be circulated to the Board following the meeting 
	
	Ms Denning/
Secretary
	26/05/2025

	CSB 18/20235
	AOB
	Board members queried whether the data provided to the Department of Justice in respect of JPWG is also being provided to DPENDR. Ms Denning is to query this with the Department provide an update at the next meeting
	
	Ms Denning
	26/05/2025

	Meeting Decisions

	D2/2025
	The Board, having reviewed the recommendation of ARC, confirmed the effectiveness of the system of internal control.

	D3/2025
	The Board approved the extension of the Investment Advisors Contract with Mercer Ireland for 18 months (to October 2026).



2. Matters arising 
It was noted that the matters arising from the previous meeting (CSB 10-13/2025 inclusive) have been resolved. 

3. Investment Advisors Contract Extension (Report CSB 15.2025)
The Chair enquired whether any Board member had any interest which may represent a conflict in the consideration regarding this item that they should absent themselves for discussion on this item.  The minutes of the meeting will record any such abstentions.  No member of the Committee absented themselves from the meeting. 

Mr Cleere outlined that Investment advisors (presently Mercer) provide independent professional advice to the Investment Committee, in determining appropriate investment policy, strategies and support in the appointment of investment managers. He outlined that Mercer’s support has been central in advising on measures in preparation for Assisted Decision Making (Capacity) Act 2015, particularly Part VI requiring adult wards to be discharged within a 3-year period, the appointment of the preferred investment managers and responding to market turbulence, due to Covid or other economic events. 

Mr Cleere outlined that the extension of the current arrangement is sought to provide continued support in finalising the investment managers contract and the creation of new or revised spectrum funds which they will manage. The cost of the contract to date amounts to €482,000 with the extension being €93,500 per annum excluding VAT (approximately €140,000). The contract with Mercer is a fixed price and very competitive. Retendering for the service would potentially result in significant increase in cost. This is a once off extension for the completion work associated with the appointment of the new investment manager, which will take place in October.

As these services are classified as consultancy and in line with procurement thresholds the original contract was approved by the Finance Committee as it was under €0.500m. However, the extension will see this threshold being exceeded and therefore requires that the Board be advised of the extension and requires its approval.  The cost of the extension is in line with the relevant EU regulations, where the extension doesn’t exceed 50% of the original contract value.

Mr Cleere outlined that Internal Audit had approved the extension, and this had been subsequently before the Joint meeting of the Finance and Audit and Risk Committee meeting on 24th March 2025. 

President Barniville outlined the role of the investment managers and the satisfactory service that has been provided to the Investment Committee.

Following a general discussion in relation to categories of funds, the Board approved the extension of the contract for a period of 18 months to October 2026. (CSB Decision 3/2025).

4. Artificial Intelligence (Report CSB 16.2025)

At the Board meeting on 9th December 2024, the Board requested that Artificial Intelligence (“AI”) be placed on the agenda for the March meeting of the Board (Action CSB 47/2024).

Mr. Owen Harrison presented the report outlining the potential and limitations of Artificial Intelligence; policies and guidelines; and ongoing research. An example of the potential of AI was provided by reference to a trial undertaken in relation to Order 40A of the Superior Court Rules. Chat GPT was posed a number of questions relating to these rules. Mr Harrison provided an overview of the responses provided and highlighted some of the inaccuracies in the responses. Mr Harrison highlighted tests that had taken place in relation to the potential use of AI for Chatbots and he outlined the limitations encountered. 
Mr Harrison outlined the policies and guidelines with regard to AI, including the “Guidelines for Judges on the Responsible Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence” and “ISMS-218 Generative AI Security Standard, Courts Service”. He outlined that confidential and privileged information should not be input into public GenAI tools.

Mr Harrison outlined the potential use for AI based transcripts, however, tests in 2024 demonstrated that accuracy was a significant issue. As AI develops, further trials/tests will take place.

A query was raised in relation to the use of AI across court systems in other parts of the world. Mr Harrison outlined engagement with Courts systems in other jurisdictions (though these groups are not AI specific) and emerging examples of the use of AI in other court systems and pilots that have taken place. A board member provided an example from Singapore which is a closed system which can provide summaries of judgments. 
A Board member queried the high fail rate on the Chatbot for judgments. Mr Harrison outlined that the fail rate or “hallucinations” rate (provided by the AI developers) is quite high (at 37.1%) regardless of the content, which is inputted, however accuracy is constantly improving.

A Board member requested that further updates be provided on progress at every second meeting. Ms Denning outlined that this could be included in the CEO quarterly reports to the Board (Action 14/2025). 
The Chair queried whether an AI working group is required. Mr Harrison outlined that this can be explored in the future as AI (and its potential uses) develops.

There was a discussion in relation to the use of AI for interpretation. Ms Denning outlined the work that is taking place in the Council of Europe and also work that Údarás na Gaeilge is doing with regard to translation of Irish documents using AI. The Courts Service will continue to monitor these developments.
There was a discussion in relation to funding for AI. Ms Denning clarified that this would be likely to come under modernisation.

5. People and Organisation Strategy 2025 – 2027 (Report CSB 17.2025)

Ms Denise Cole presented the document which was taken as read. The purpose of the presentation is to inform the Board of the progress achieved in the last strategy and the intended programmes of work for the second People and Organisation Strategy; and seek feedback in relation to the proposed programme of work over the next three years. 

Ms. Denise Cole outlined the priority actions under the strategy, including creating a workforce of the future; creating a workplace where people can reach their potential; creating a renewed sense of shared purpose and values; and supporting equality and diversity.

A query was raised in relation to the key challenges in delivering the strategy. Ms Cole outlined that training and support for operational managers are key challenges. The availability of new data dashboards is increasing transparency across the organisation and provides tools to assist managers. There was a discussion regarding diversity and the efforts that have been made in relation to Pride, Africa day among other events and the impact of these events on visibility to staff of the efforts of the Courts Service to be an inclusive employer. The work of the neurodiversity group was outlined. In terms of embedding values, Ms Cole outlined that work under the first strategy to update the values of the organisation has been completed with the participation of court staff.

A query was raised in relation to staff consultation in the development of the Strategy. Ms Cole outlined that staff had been consulted. 

There was a discussion regarding the Healthy Place to Work survey and the results of the previous survey.
A number of board members queried whether the plan to reach the score of 70% is too ambitious and how this could be achieved. Ms Cole outlined that this could be reviewed.

It was queried whether the issues regarding staff leaving on mobility and staff grading could be reviewed. Ms Cole outlined that the document will be underpinned by a detailed implementation plan. Ms Cole outlined that approximately 85% of staff are working on site.  Ms Denning outlined that managers and staff are coming to local arrangements with regard to flexible working. Ms Cole outlined the Courts Service are restricted by certain civil service policies and procedures. There was a discussion regarding the necessity for additional training where managers do not have prior court experience.

There was a discussion regarding data and how the use of operational data dashboards coupled with the Learning Management System data will demonstrate the impact of the strategy.

There was discussion regarding the actions from the previous strategy that had not been achieved and the Board requested that aspirational statements be accompanied by clear actions with specific measurable targets.

A query was raised in relation to the why some actions are identified as both “in progress” and “paused”. Ms Cole outlined that work had commenced; however, this work was paused due to funding.  

There was a discussion in relation to the impact of funding on workforce planning. A query was raised in relation to feedback from staff in relation to managers. Ms Cole outlined that the comments from the HPTW survey are illustrative and exit interviews are conducted. There was a discussion in relation to staffing generally and the impact of vacancies on staff morale.

The Chair requested that the draft strategy be reviewed further by Ms Cole in light of the feedback raised by the Board (Action CSB 15/2025).

6. Committee Updates

· Family Law Court Development Committee Update (Report CSB 18.2025)
Ms. Sarah Benson presented the report which was taken as read. The Family Justice Strategy remains the focus of the Committee. Two meetings have been held since the last report- (13th January 2025 and 3rd March 2025).

The document on Expert Reports is being reviewed by the Committee. A pilot Child Advocate model is being reviewed by the Committee. Ms Benson outlined that the “in-camera” research commissioned by the Minister for Justice and the Minister for Children will be reviewed by the Committee when delivered by the Departments. Ms Benson noted that the lack of civil legal aid practitioners is still an issue of concern to the Committee. The report on Civil Legal Aid has not been published and the Committee has concerns that the data provided is out of date. The Committee will continue to update the Board regarding Civil Legal Aid issues.

Ms Benson outlined that the Committee would receive an update on the rollout of the standardised forms across District Court offices. 

A query was raised in relation to the Hammond Lane site transfer. Ms Denning provided an update and outlined that she has discussed the time being taken with the Chair of the OPW and assurances have been given regarding the timeline for the transfer.

· Modernisation Committee Update (Report CSB 19.2025)
Ms Denning presented the report on behalf of Ms Justice Dunne, which was taken as read. There have been two meetings of the Committee since the last report to the Board 4th December 2024 and 5th February 2025 (rescheduled from 22nd January).

The Committee has reviewed its Terms of Reference and having consulted the Modernisation Programme Board, no amendments have been made to the Terms of Reference.

Ms Denning outlined that the Change Programme Unit have coordinated actions across the organisation in order to present the 2025 Key Deliverables and Roadmap to the Committee. It was noted that the Committee formally approved the Key Deliverables and Roadmap for the year, subject to a proviso that there may be changes made depending on any work arising from the Programme for Government. 

Ms Denning outlined that work is underway in relation to mapping the legislative response/roles and responsibilities in relation to same across the Courts Services.

· Finance Committee Update (Report CSB 20.2025)
The Hon. Mr. Justice David Barniville presented the report which was taken as read. 

Mr .Justice David Barniville outlined that the only recommendation to the Board had been dealt with at item 3 of the agenda and had been approved.
It was noted that overview of the Appropriation Account and accompanying documents had been presented at the Joint meeting between the ARC and Finance Committee. 

A query was raised as to whether the Courts Service had issues regarding NSSO and overpayments. Ms Denning outlined that overpayments do occur and are constantly under review by HR with the NSSO and are reported. Some of the challenges were outlined. Ms Denning outlined that the C&AG have noted this is an issue across the civil service due to delays in the NSSO.  Ms Denning outlined that she would provide a report to the Board on overpayments and this is to be included in the next CEO report to the Board under Human Resources (Action CSB16/2025).  

· Audit and Risk Committee Update (Oral Update) and Audit and Risk Committee Annual Report (Report CSB 21.2025)
Mr Noel Beecher provided an overview of the Annual Report of the Committee (Report CSB21/2025) including membership; meetings held; the discussions regarding the Courts Service and the applicability of the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies; reporting requirements arising out of the Code of Practice; the Assurance Framework; review of the Terms of Reference of the Board and the ARC; Internal Audit; Risk Management; recommendations raised by C&AG; the clean audit report of Forvis Mazars in relation to Court Funds; the External Quality Assessment of Internal Audit and the recommendations regarding documentation and the duration of the Head of Internal Audit in post; and the follow up of Internal Audit recommendations. 

It was noted that the Annual Report of Internal Audit provided assurance as to the system of internal control assurance (both financial and operational controls). Mr Beecher outlined that 23 governance documents were requested by the Chair and Committee as part of its review of the effectiveness of the system of internal control and its recommendation to the Board (Item 7 on this agenda).

Mr Beecher outlined the plans to streamline meetings, the workplan for 2025 and plans to align the workplan with the Terms of Reference to the Committee.

The Board noted the content of the Committee’s Annual Report and noted that further amendments would be made to include the items circulated by Mr Beecher prior to the meeting.

There was a discussion regarding administrative support for the ARC. Following a query as to whether the position with overpayments had been raised to ARC, the Secretary to the Board and ARC (Ms Scott) clarified that this was raised in the HR Risk Register which was circulated to ARC and presented by Ms Cole (Head of Human Resources) in October 2024.

Mr Beecher outlined that the primary concern of ARC is the process of following up internal audit recommendations.
 
7.  Annual Review of Effectiveness of the system of Internal Control (Oral Update)
Mr. Noel Beecher provided an oral update. It was noted that the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies requires the Board to conduct an annual review of the effectiveness of the system of Internal Control. Mr Beecher outlined that ARC assessed the position and are in a position to recommend to the Board to find that there is an effective system of internal control in place.

The Board accepted the recommendation of the ARC that there is an effective system of internal control in place. (Decision CSB 2/2025).

8. AOB
Ms Denning outlined the contents of the letter she had received from DPENDR (dated 25th March 2025) in response to her letter of 13th February 2025 (sent at the request of the Board). The letter is to be circulated to the Board following the meeting (Action 17/2025). 

There was a discussion regarding the data that has been provided to Department of Justice for JPWG alongside Judicial narratives. Board members queried whether the data provided to the Department of Justice in respect of JPWG is also being provided to DPENDR. Ms Denning is to query this with the Department provide an update at the next meeting (Action 18/2025).

Ms Denning provided an update on her recent meeting with Minister Jim O’Callaghan. Items discussed included modernisation; buildings and the National Development Plan; Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act 2014; Criminal Legal Aid; Assisted Decision Making (Capacity) Act; JPWG implementation and the Programme for Government. 

Next Meeting 26th May 2025, Virtual @ 8am.
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