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Dear Chair 

Thank you for your letter dated April 13th 2020 and for your generous remarks about 
HMCTS colleagues. Their work to maintain a functioning justice system during this 
crisis has been nothing short of heroic, and I will ensure your comments are 
communicated to them.  

As you rightly say, open justice is a fundamental principle of our courts and tribunals 
system and we are working hard to uphold it despite the unprecedented circumstances 
we face. The significant increase in the use of remote hearings using video and audio 
technology, as well as the wider public health advice on travel and social distancing, 
has inevitably made the task of doing so more challenging. But providing access to the 
media and the public is a top priority, and new measures will be introduced over the 
coming weeks that will further improve current arrangements. 

I will answer each of your questions in turn. 

Can you assure us that staff are being made aware of the guidelines and that, 

while the current pressures will inevitably cause prioritisation problems, they will 

be as helpful to reporters as is possible? 

Yes. We work closely with the media to enhance access to courts and tribunals. Two 

years ago, I invited a range of media representatives to join a HMCTS working group to 

help us to improve media access arrangements. This has resulted in a number of 

positive changes, including the provision of guidance to our staff – endorsed by the 

Society of Editors and the News Media Association – on dealing with the media. The 

latest update to this general guidance was published in March and I am in no doubt 

that the wider work of this group has made a significant difference in enhancing the 

relationship between our staff and the media at local and national levels. The guidance 

is attached in Annex A and this is also available online at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-staff-on-supporting-media-

access-to-courts-and-tribunals. 

The HMCTS working group met remotely earlier this month and media representatives, 

including dedicated court reporters, gave their feedback on how the arrangements in 

place currently were working. The feedback we received demonstrated a mixed picture 

with some good examples of where the media had been provided with remote access 
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to hearings, while other examples raised concerns about the timeliness of requests 

being handled. 

 

As a result of this feedback, we have issued more specific guidance to HMCTS staff on 

how to handle media requests to gain remote access to a hearing. This came into force 

on April 17th. We believe that, while many courts are facing staffing pressures because 

of the crisis, this should help ensure that media requests are picked up and processed 

in a timely way. 

 

Can you assure us that remote access for journalists will be provided unless 

cases are, exceptionally, being held in camera under one of the established legal 

grounds and procedures for so doing? 

 

Accredited media are able to request remote access to a particular hearing, even to 
those hearings that take place in person where dedicated press seats are also 
available. The media have been informed of how to make requests to individual courts 
and the staff guidance I refer to above should improve the way we process these. The 
ability to support such requests will always be dependent on the view of the relevant 
judge, magistrate or panel and the availability of relevant audio or video equipment 
(which in most courts and tribunals now exists due to the significant increase in 
capacity we have rolled out over the last month). 
 
In considering the use of telephony and video technology in any particular case, the 
judiciary will have regard to the principles of open justice, as they do now, and may 
determine that a hearing should be held in private if this is in the interests of justice.  
 

Can you provide any information on what guidance is being given to judges, 

advocates, prosecutors and others on how to make virtual hearings 

comprehensible as well as accessible? 

 

We provide comprehensive information about the use of video and audio equipment to 
support hearings on our gov.uk site at https://www.gov.uk/guidance/hmcts-telephone-
and-video-hearings-during-coronavirus-outbreak. This information includes specific 
guidance to court users who have been asked to join a hearing by telephone or video. 
The Judicial Office has published extensive guidance to the judiciary on such issues, 
and this is available at: https://www.judiciary.uk/coronavirus-covid-19-advice-and-
guidance/. 
 

Can you assure us that steps are being taken to ensure that privileged 

conversations are not available to reporters or the wider public? 

 

I, too, was concerned to hear this particular story relayed to me by a reporter. This was 

obviously a mistake and should not have happened. I am confident, however, that, as 

staff become more familiar with operating these arrangements so such incidents 

become less likely to occur. 

 

Most courts and tribunals that are currently able to provide remote access are doing so 

via telephone or “off the shelf” video software such as Skype. However, over the next 

few weeks, we will be introducing increased capacity for courts and tribunals to use a 

bespoke fully video hearings platform that has been developed as part of the HMCTS 

reform programme. This has already been piloted and allows for confidential and 

privileged conversations to take place safely and securely 
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It is important to reflect that while we are committed to doing all we can to facilitate 

remote access, the task of doing so, particularly when it involves requests from 

members of the public, does carry with it an increased risk that the information 

provided from a hearing is misused. We will work very hard to mitigate such risks but I 

believe it is sensible for us all to be understanding of this as we operate these 

arrangements at this challenging time. 

 

What additional listing and other information is being provided so that members 

of the media and members of the public are able to know what cases are taking 

place on any given day? 

 

The provision of court lists and other information continues in the same way as before 

the crisis. This includes: 

 

- Publication of court and tribunals lists, and much of this is online. 

- Transcripts for hearings in those jurisdictions where they are available now. Any 

party or interested person is able to request a transcript. Judges may direct that the 

transcript be made available at public expense where appropriate. 

- With the permission of the judge, an audio recording of a hearing can be made 

available to be listened to in a court building. 

- With the permission of the judge, in jurisdictions where this is already done, the 

notes of the hearing can be made available on request. 

- Publication of the outcome of High Court and Court of Appeal hearings, orders or 

results. 

- Access to hearings and information to accredited media, such as the provision of 

listing and results information in Magistrates’ Courts via email. 

- Where possible, our lists will include the way in which the hearing is taking place. 

This is to allow those interested in observing to give advanced notice to the court. 

 

Can you provide details of how observers, who are entitled to attend public 

hearings in the interests of open justice, might be able to do so by virtual means 

at present? 

 

Requests to observe a particular hearing remotely can be made to the relevant court or 

tribunal. This is set out in our guidance on gov.uk. It is perhaps worth reflecting that 
physical hearings are still taking place across the justice system in 160 priority courts. 

The public galleries and press seats for such hearings remain open during the crisis 

albeit subject to strict social distancing rules. 

I hope this provides you with the information you require but please do let me know if 
there is anything further I can add on these or wider issues relating to our response to 
COVID-19. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
Susan Acland-Hood 
Chief Executive, HM Courts and Tribunals Service 


















