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___ 
27 August 2020 
 

Dear Adam, 
 
Further to my evidence session at the Justice Committee on 18 August, I wanted to express 
my thanks to members for the opportunity to provide the Committee with an update on the 

continuing impact of COVID-19 on the justice sector and what can be expected over the 
coming months. I very much welcomed the scrutiny and constructive engagement on a 
range of justice policy matters.  I am pleased to provide additional information for members 
in respect of data on crime numbers, modelling on court backlogs, technology within our 

prisons and the development and embedding of new ways of working within criminal justice 
social work services. You will note a point of clarity outlined, in relation to Scottish 
Government funding on digital inclusion. 
 
Data on crime numbers and FPNs issued 

On recorded crimes committed during the pandemic and the up-to-date information available 
on fixed penalty notices (FPNs). The latest monthly Official Statistics on Recorded Crime in 
Scotland were published on 20th August and covers April to July 2020. Over this period, the 

police recorded 78,599 crimes, which was 8% lower than the equivalent period in 2019 
where 85,638 crimes were recorded. More information on these figures is available here. 
Between 27th March and 19th August, Police Scotland issued 3,352 FPNs under the 
Coronavirus Act 2020 and Health Protections (Coronavirus) (Restrictions) (Scotland) 

Regulations 2020. Currently, Police Scotland have not published information on the number 
of FPNs issued during the pandemic for other crimes. 
 
JAS Courts Backlog 

You asked about the modelling work to better understand the immediate and longer-term 
nature of the backlog in criminal court cases and options to address this.  My letter of 14 
August to the Committee attached analysis prepared by Justice Analytical Services (JAS) 
estimating the potential scale of the backlog across different types of court depending on 
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different scenarios.  Separately, the Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service also provided to 

the Committee modelling analysis of the potential impact of different options for the High 
Court, Sheriff & Jury, Sheriff Summary and Justice of the Peace Courts.  Taking account of 
this analysis, the cross-Justice Criminal Justice Board is taking forward a range of specific 
actions, including through the enhanced use of technology and the use of remote locations , 

to address the specific challenges presented by the backlogs and on-going physical 
distancing requirements.  We have confirmed the allocation of £5.5m in additional funding 
this year towards remote jury centres for High Courts, with the aim to expand this quickly to 
Sheriff and Jury cases.  Virtual trials for summary cases and video custody hearings have 

been piloted and we are also exploring enhancing the use of remote locations for witnesses.  
However, as the Chief Executive of the SCTS set out in his evidence, given the scale of the 
backlogs, it is clear that these will take time and concerted effort to resolve. As I indicated to 
the Committee, I recognise that each of these cases involve delays and uncertainty for 

victims, witnesses and accused.  We will keep the Committee updated as this work 
progresses. 
 
Digital Inclusion support  

In respect of the Scottish Government allocated £5m funding. This is not directly to support 
those in the criminal justice system to access technology to provide support to them and aid 
their rehabilitation and recovery. This is a Scotland wide digital inclusion programme, led by 
the Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government. The Connecting Scotland 

project is being delivered by the Scottish Government (in partnership with local authorities) 
and The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations. Phase 1 (April – August  2020) 
focused on those who were at risk of isolation due to coronavirus because they were in the 
extremely high vulnerability group (‘shielding’) or the higher risk of severe illness group. The 

initial phase also received substantial pro bono support brokered by ScotlandIS from 
Microsoft, Leidos, the Data Lab, Accenture and Gartner. This second phase of the 
programme builds on that  initial £5 million which has been used to get 9,000 households 
with people at clinical or high risk from COVID-19 connected online. The second phase is 

now targeting 23,000 low income households with children or young care leavers to help 
online with the assistance of £15 million of Scottish Government funding. 
 
Work is ongoing to explore how links can be made between Scottish Government initiatives 

around digital inclusion and the rollout of virtual visits to prisons, with a focus on determining 
whether families affected by imprisonment require technological support and what the nature 
of that support could be including active encouragement of applications for this second 
phase to meet the needs of families with children impacted by imprisonment.   

 
Separate from the above funding, the Scottish Government has provided £3m in additional 
capital funding to the Scottish Courts and Tribunal Service during 2020-21, including towards 
the costs of upgrading digital infrastructure and putting in place the facilities needed for 

remote hearings to assist the progress of criminal cases. 
 
Prisoner mobile costs and fees 

We have recognised the importance of enabling people in prison to remain in contact with 
family members during the pandemic.  The Scottish Prison Service have worked at pace 

over recent months to implement the provision of mobile phones across the prison estate 
with the exception of HMP Kilmarnock who are implementing in-cell technology and HMP 
Shotts were some signalling issues remain. I have asked Teresa Medhurst, Interim Chief 
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Executive of the Scottish Prison Service to write to you directly concerning the costs of this 

provision. As the Committee is aware, in line with the SPS’s COVID-19 Route Map, face-to-
face visits restarted in prisons in early August, alongside the continuing availability of mobile 
phones and virtual visits.  SPS has published information and data on its website throughout 
the pandemic. 
 
Criminal Justice social work services  

You also asked about the scope for justice social work to embed changes in practice, policy 
and culture which have been driven by the need to evolve and develop new ways of working 

following the impact of coronavirus. Throughout the pandemic there has been considerable 
flexibility, creativity, and innovation within justice social work to ensure the continued delivery 
of vital services. Looking across the justice system, there is recognition within the Scottish 
Government and in partner organisations that some changes which have been required by 

the pandemic, or which were perhaps fast-tracked as a consequence of it, may help to 
improve the overall efficiency and effectiveness of certain aspects of the system. There is, 
therefore, certainly merit in exploring whether any of the changes implemented by justice 
social work should be retained permanently. 

 
However, it should be noted that the provision of justice social work services is a matter for 
local authorities, and they are best placed to consider in detail what systemic changes might 
be usefully retained. This is an area being considered as part of the ongoing Recovery, 

Renewal and Transformation (RRT) Programme, which Social Work Scotland are part of, 
and the Scottish Government will continue to work closely with COSLA, Social Work 
Scotland and other key stakeholders, including Community Justice Scotland, to consider 
these matters. 
 

I hope this letter addresses the follow-up points raised and provides a reassurance to the 
Committee that the Justice system is working at pace to take a whole system approach 
towards recovery in tackling the challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. I will 

of course continue to update the committee as appropriate, and look forward to continued 
engagement with the Justice Committee going forward. 
 

 
        HUMZA YOUSAF 
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