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Justice Committee 
 

Summary Justice Reform 
 

Written submission from the Scottish Court Service 
 
Unification and Fines Enforcement 
 
Introduction 
 
On 23 December 2009, the Justice Committee invited the Scottish Court Service 
(SCS) to provide written evidence on the topic of summary justice reforms.  This 
paper provides a summary on the two elements within the package of reforms 
which the Scottish Court Service leads – the unified administration of Scotland’s 
summary criminal courts and the reforms to the payment and enforcement of 
financial penalties.    
 
Unification  
 
Provision for the unification of the administration of Sheriff and District courts 
was contained in the Criminal Proceedings (Scotland) (Reform) Act 2007.  The 
Act provided the statutory basis for securing the benefits anticipated in the 
Smarter Justice, Safer Communities: Summary Justice Reform – Next Steps 
report. 
 
Unification was rolled out in a Sheriffdom by Sheriffdom basis to allow change to 
be effectively managed on an area by area basis and to allow lessons to be 
learned and implemented. 
 
The role out schedule commenced in March 2008 with Lothian and Borders and 
was followed by Grampian, Highland and Islands in June 2008, Glasgow and 
Strathkelvin in December 2008, Tayside Central and Fife in February 2009 and 
North Strathclyde in December 2009.  The final Sheriffdom to unify, South 
Strathclyde, Dumfries and Galloway, will be completed on 22 February 2010.  
 
The implementation of court unification and the creation of Justice of the Peace 
Courts has been largely seamless and positively recognised by professional and 
public court users alike.  The major benefits realised to date are: 
 

• Single IT system - The SCS case management system now covers all 
summary criminal cases in Scotland and facilitates a full electronic 
exchange of fines and penalties data.  Prior to unification, many Police 
penalties were intimated to District Courts in paper format.  Operation of a 
single system means that fines and penalties can now be paid at any 
Sheriff or Justice of the Peace Court in Scotland. 

 
• Single set of Procedures - An increasing level of consistency in the 

method of working irrespective of which court an accused appears in 
across Scotland 
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• Simpler System - The majority of participants in the summary justice 
system now have only one point of contact with regard to the courts and 
that is SCS.  The newly established Justice of the Peace Courts are all 
wholly aligned with the existing Sheriff Court boundaries, which removes 
the previous inconsistencies with local authority boundaries, and simplifies 
the case allocation process for the police and fiscals.  

 
• Improving Court facilities - Consolidating services primarily onto the 

existing Sheriff Court estate, while upgrading transferred courts, is 
delivering a far greater consistency in the infrastructure provided. Courts 
are sitting in specifically designed courthouses that are fit for purpose 
ensuring the safety and security of all users.  

 
• Supporting Lay Justice - Summary Justice Reform introduced 

comprehensive training for Justices of the Peace, facilitating the sharing of 
knowledge and experience, enabling Justices to carry out their duties 
more effectively.  Unification will also allow Justices the opportunity for 
regular contact with fellow Justices, ensuring that their local knowledge is 
used to the benefit of the wider community. 

 
Enforcement of Financial Penalties 
 
In March 2008, SCS assumed responsibility for the collection of fiscal penalties 
and implemented a new regime for fines enforcement with the move to 
enforcement by Fines Enforcement Officers through sanctions, such as benefit 
deduction, bank account arrestment and earnings arrestment for non-payment.  
Responsibility for recovery of Justice of the Peace Court and Police penalties 
transferred to SCS as part of the process of unification.   
 
The current position on fines payment is summarised is as follows: 

 
• Sheriff Court fines are at a very credible payment rate of around 88% over 

a rolling three year period.  The first quarter of 2009-10 already stands at 
84% on track for payment. 

 
• Justice of the Peace Court fines payment rate for 2008-09 is 76%, with the 

first quarter of 2009-10 standing at 77% on track for payment. 
 
• Fiscal fines payment rate for 2008-09 is 60%, with the first quarter of 2009-

10 standing at 70% on track for payment. 
 
This provides a clear indication of an enforcement system that is demonstrating 
real improvement.  Since August 2009, new offender tracing facilities have been 
introduced and this has seen an increase in sanctions being deployed; in the last 
four months 4,000 benefit deductions were granted, 400 earning arrestments 
made, the top 600 defaulters tackled with sheriffs officers and 3 cars clamped.  
This level of action will continue to accelerate in the coming months.  We have 
also put in place a short term taskforce to tackle the hard core fiscal fine 
defaulters who refuse to engage with the system.  
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The measures in place will ensure that all fines are robustly enforced, 
demonstrating our clear message that non-payment is not an option. 
 
Summary Justice Reform Evaluation 
 
The Scottish Government has a comprehensive four year programme in place to 
evaluate the key aspects of summary justice reform and this will include fines 
enforcement and the contribution of court unification in supporting the delivery of 
lay justice across Scotland. 
 
 
Eric McQueen 
Director of Field Services 
18 January 2010 


