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Our reform programme 

 
Last year, the Lord Chancellor, Lord 
Chief Justice and Senior President of 
Tribunals set out their shared vision for 
Transforming Our Justice System. 
 
They said that in order to ensure our 
justice system continues to lead the 
world it needs radical change so it 
works even better for everyone. 
  
Our’ £1bn reform programme is putting 
this vision into practice. It seeks to 
combine our respected traditions with 
the enabling power of technology to 
modernise and upgrade our justice 
system to bring a citizen-focused 
approach, introduce modern IT and 
processes, and develop buildings and 
support services fit for future purpose. 
 
It covers all jurisdictions and touches 
every aspect of the system, from case 
management processes to online civil 
claims, and from allowing us to work 
from fewer, but better, buildings to new 
support for victims and witnesses. Its 
impact on those who use and need the 
justice system, and those who work 
within it, will be significant. 
 
The reform programme covers five 
main strands of work:  
 

• Crime Programme – built 
around a new ‘service model’ 
for criminal work that aims to 
move progress hearings out of 
the court and allow summary 
offences to be dealt with 
swiftly. This is supported by the 
Common Platform 
Programme – bringing police, 
CPS and HMCTS onto one 
system for criminal work – with 

the ability to look from end to 
end, and with direct ‘ways in’ 
for the defence too 
 

• Civil, Family and Tribunals 
Programme – including the 
development of better ‘direct’ 
services, like online 
applications for probate and 
divorce, but also the building of 
an ‘online court’ and ‘online 
tribunal’ with shared, simple 
rules 

 

• Transforming Compliance 
and Enforcement 
Programme – changing the 
way we enforce criminal debt, 
using far more effective and 
modern methods 

 

• Underpinning change to 
support these new ways of 
doing things – including virtual 
hearings, improved 
scheduling and listing, more 
wi-fi and screens, and 
changes to the number and 
standard of buildings and 
how we organise 
administration 

 

• A data and management 
information project – to make 
sure our new systems give us 
intelligent, connected, open, 
flexible data to drive future 
improvement 

 
On the following pages, we have set 
out by jurisdiction some of the key 
things we have already done and 
some of the things you can expect to 
see over the next 18 months.

 
 
 
 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/transforming-our-justice-system-joint-statement
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Criminal Justice 
 
We have already…. Over the next 18 months, we will…. 

Put in place the digital case 
system in the crown court, moving 
us away from paper in court, 
giving better ‘lines of sight’ to 
court staff, judges and advocates, 
and cutting error and delay. 
 
Started to build the Common 
Platform – which goes beyond this 
to connect the police, CPS and 
courts seamlessly – and begun to 
test the first piece of this on real 
cases in Liverpool. 
 
Introduced the ability to plead 
online for low-level offences 
(instead of by letter), increasing 
the proportion of people who 
respond, and rolled this system 
out across all police forces. 
 
Developed a new system for 
summary offences being heard by a 
single justice service, now being 
used on 350 Transport for London 
cases each week. 
 
Introduced the ability to reply to a 
jury summons online, and tested it 
successfully in Preston. 

Extend the functionality of the 
Common Platform in Liverpool, 
including the type and number of 
cases passing through it. Work will 
also start to plan the extension of the 
system into other Crown Court 
centres and magistrates' courts. 

Build on the work to digitise the 
single justice process in Lavender 
Hill for Transport for London fare 
evasion cases to include TV 
Licensing and DVLA cases 
enabling greater numbers of high-
volume, low-level offences to be 
dealt with more efficiently. 

Work with the police, initially in the 
South East, to develop and test a 
‘virtual hearings’ system that will 
more consistently allow defendants 
to appear before magistrates via a 
video link from a police station, to 
decide whether to grant bail or place 
on remand; this will also allow 
representatives to appear remotely, 
including talking to their clients 
before the virtual hearing from 
anywhere. 
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Family Justice 
 
 

We have already…. Over the next 18 months, we will…. 

 
Built a system that allows online 
applications for divorce, and 
offered it in ‘private beta’ – over 
100 applications have been issued 
and, where we used to return 40% 
of applications because of the 
difficulty of filling in the paper 
form, we are now returning less 
than 10% of those made online 
and are continually improving the 
system to further reduce this. 
 
Launched a similar ‘private beta’ 
service for applying for probate 
online, with very positive 
feedback. 
 
 

 
Extend our early systems for 
divorce and probate, both adding 
more features and making them 
available to everyone. The divorce 
system will be extended to cover 
financial remedy and there will be 
dedicated versions for solicitors. 

Begin a new project on public 
family law to support seamless 
digital working to and through court, 
so that evidence can be submitted, 
bundled and shared electronically 
and cases can be managed much 
more securely and effectively. This 
will help us to test and develop a 
core document management system 
for the family courts that can then be 
extended for use in private family 
law and other jurisdictions, and will 
also enable in-court digital 
presentation of evidence. 

Within the scope of the public law 
project, we will also digitise the 
adoption process for both public and 
private law cases, again developing 
systems to manage these cases 
more securely and effectively. Once 
all the parts are complete, they will fit 
together – so cases can move 
seamlessly from one process to 
another, for example from the issue 
of a public law case through to a 
final adoption order, using the same 
system. 
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Civil Justice 
 
We have already…. Over the next 18 months, we will…. 

 
Created a system allowing online 
issue of, and response to, civil 
money claims under £10,000, and 
started offering both to users to 
test, which is dramatically 
speeding up the process. 

Expand our civil money claims 
system, so it can be used by 
anyone. 

Add an online negotiation and 
settlement tool, to allow people to 
get redress quickly and simply.  

Extend the system to support cases 
as they go to and through court, 
providing a new ‘core case 
management’ system for the civil 
courts which will start to allow fully 
digital working. 
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Tribunals 
 
We have already…. Over the next 18 months, we will…. 

 
Introduced and made generally 
available a system allowing online 
appeals to the Tax Tribunal. 
 
Developed a system that allows 
appellants in Social Security and 
Child Support to track their appeal 
online, and receive text and email 
alerts letting them know what is 
happening. 
 
Extended this to allow online 
applications for Social Security 
and Child Support appeals. 
 
Developed a portal that will allow 
DWP to share evidence with the 
Tribunal electronically. 

Extend the work we have done in 
Social Security and Child Support 
so that there is a system, available 
to everyone, that allows people to 
make their application fully online; 
track the progress of their case by 
text, email or online; and, if judged 
appropriate, take part either in a 
virtual hearing, or in an online 
hearing, with the judge able to ask 
questions through rapid messaging, 
allowing much faster decision-
making in a system where delays 
can bring real hardship. The system 
will also support physical hearings 
for those that need them, and judges 
will always have discretion over the 
way cases should be heard. 

Similar systems will be developed 
for other tribunals, with immigration 
and asylum starting soonest. Virtual 
hearings, with all parties able to 
attend from anywhere, are currently 
being technically tested for 
immigration and asylum case 
management, and once testing is 
complete will be further developed 
for wider pilots for use where judges 
deem it appropriate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Across all jurisdictions, reforms will 
mean less need for physical court 
space. We will consult on the 
principles we should use when 
deciding whether to close further court 
buildings, using independently assured 
methodology for testing travel times 
and access. Proposals for any actual 
closures that depend on changing 
ways of working will come after – not 
before – those changes have been 
made and are taking effect. 

Flexible operating hours are one 
element of our work to test and 
understand how we can use the estate 
better and how much space we need, 
as well as how we can offer more 
flexibility to those coming to court, but 
our plans do not rely on any 
assumptions about being able to 
change court hours.  

We will invest the proceeds of sales in 
reform and upgrading and improving 
our existing buildings. We are already 
investing more and changing the way 
we approve court maintenance so that 
we can get things done more quickly. 
We will also publish a ‘design guide’ 
that sets out the blueprint for future 
court buildings, so that as we improve 
we do so in line with a clear picture of 
what good looks like. We will use good 
evidence to improve things like 
signage, wayfinding and ‘look and feel’ 

to make our buildings easier to 
navigate and use. 

We are also beginning a cross-cutting 
project to improve the way we support 
the judiciary in scheduling and listing – 
on which more is set out later.  

We will also start to reorganise 
ourselves in response to these new 
ways of working. We will support 
digital services with a friendly voice on 
the phone, or at the end of a ‘chat’ 
function, and will radically improve 
how easy it is to get through to us and 
find out what’s happening. We’ll have 
more staff doing this work, along with 
administration of cases started online, 
in larger purpose-designed places and 
fewer staff in small, dispersed 
administrative teams. 

We will work with Good Things 
Foundation to provide specialist local 
face-to-face help for those who need 
it, including in particular to support 
those who cannot easily use digital 
services;  we have already contracted 
with them and they are starting work to 
support our earliest services. 

And finally, we will build excellent data 
systems into all our new systems – so 
that we can keep track of how well 
they and we are working; learn and 
improve; and measure the right things.  

 
 
To find out more about Reform, our progress to date and what’s coming on the phase 
of delivery, see our Inside HMCTS blog series.  
 

https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/10/12/helping-people-access-our-services-online/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/10/12/helping-people-access-our-services-online/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/
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See what we’re delivering 

 
Crime 
 
The Common Platform will 
demonstrate part of the Criminal 
Case Management end to end 
product which is currently being 
piloted in Liverpool Crown Court. 
The demonstration will show how 
Court Clerks use the Common 
Platform in the court to record the 
hearing and decision of the court. 
 
 Click here for more information. 
 
 
Divorce 
 
We are creating a digital service 
that will allow uncontested divorces 
to be completed online, and 
defended divorces to be tracked 
online. The aim is to use existing 
technology to make the process 
easier for the applicant, and reduce 
the time involved in processing 
divorces. 
 
Click here for more information. 
 
 
Civil Money Claims 
 
With the development of online 
resolution of civil money claims, the 

process will become quicker and 
more efficient for everyone, and 
simpler for litigants in person. 
 
Click here for more information. 
 
 
Probate 
 
The Probate Project will provide an 
online application process for 
applicants and a digital case 
management system for legal 
professionals. This will make a 
stressful, sometimes upsetting, 
process easier for grieving people.  
 
Click here for more information. 
 
 
Social Security and Child 
Support 
 
The new online platform will allow 
appellants to track and submit 
benefit, tax credit or child support 
appeals. The Judiciary will be able 
to request further evidence and 
resolve some cases online. All 
parties will be able to share 
evidence on the online platform, 
streamlining the process. 
 
Click here for more information.

 
  

https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2016/06/30/introduction-to-common-platform-programme/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/04/11/working-with-stakeholders-to-develop-an-online-divorce-service/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/10/19/transforming-civil-justice-latest-developments-from-civil-money-claims-testing/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/07/04/new-digital-probate-service/
https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/02/03/sometimes-it-makes-sense-to-start-in-the-middle/
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Assisted Digital 
 
In the consultation, we outlined our 
plans to introduce telephone, webchat 
and face-to-face support services to 
assist users of the justice system 
successfully navigate new digital 
services. We discussed our 
recognition of varying levels of digital 
literacy in the United Kingdom our 
commitment to developing assisted 
digital services based on user 
research, user testing and ensuring 
support is tailored to the needs of 
people who use our services. We also 
said we were likely to deliver the 
telephone and webchat service via 
HMCTS contact centres and the face 
to face service in partnership with a 
delivery partner. 
 
Since publication of and response to 
the consultation the Reform 
programme has been working to 
further define and develop the new 
assisted digital services. We have 
been developing and testing assisted 
digital services which either have 
already been deployed into the 
business (as is the case with assisted 
digital telephone support for the new 
Divorce, Probate and Single Justice 
Service digital services) or are being 
readied for testing and trialling (in the 
case of the new face to face assisted 
digital service for Divorce, Probate, 
Civil Money Claims, Social Security 
and Child Support Tribunal and Single 
Justice Service). We have also started 
to share our plans and progress on the 
Inside HMCTS blog. We will continue 
to use this blog to keep interested 
parties up to date with the work we are 
undertaking on our assisted digital 
services. 
 
 
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Q: What is 'assisted digital'? 
A: Assisted digital refers to the support 
arrangements we will put in place to 

help courts and tribunals users to 
interact with us on digital channels. It 
means that support will be available 
for people who may be unable to 
access or have the skills to engage 
digitally. 
 
Q: What type of support will be 
available? 
A: We will provide support over the 
telephone, via webchat to help people 
stay in digital channels, and face-to-
face support for users who are 
completely digitally excluded. 
 
Q: Will paper channels still be 
available for those who need or 
request them?  
A: Paper channels will remain as 
necessary. We will encourage and 
support people to use our digital 
channels, but will provide alternative 
support if this is not possible. 
 
 
Q: How will the government ensure 
that digitally excluded people know 
how to access digital services? 
A: We will promote our support 
services in public places – like 
libraries - and our Service Centre 
teams will be trained to identify the 
needs of people who call, and to 
provide the support they need. 
 
Q: Will all members of the public be 
able to opt for non-digital channels 
out of choice?? 
A: Yes. We will not mandate the use 
of digital channels for public users. 
However, our aim is to create digital 
services which are so intuitive and 
easy to use that people will choose to 
engage with them. 
 
Q: Will the Assisted Digital Service 
be provided in Welsh?  
A: Yes, in line with the HMCTS Welsh 
Language Scheme and our statutory 
requirement, assisted digital services 
will be available in Welsh for those 
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who require it through HMCTS 
Customer Service Centres and face to 
face provision. 
 
Q: Are disabilities being considered 
when creating an online system? 
A: HMCTS digital development teams 
are working in partnership with 
specialist providers of user and 
technical accessibility testing for digital 
products. We are assessing all of our 
new digital systems to ensure they 
comply with WCAG2 requirements and 
other accessibility requirements as set 
out in the Government Digital Service 
(GDS) Service Standard.  
To make our digital services as 
accessible as possible, our digital 
systems are tested on both desktop 
and mobile devices across a range of 
operating systems, browser types and 
assistive technology types with users 
with the following impairments: 
 

• Blind 

• Mobility 

• Deaf 

• Colour blind 

• Dyslexia 

• Low vision 

• Autism spectrum disorder 

• Cognitive 

• Impaired/Panic/Anxiety 

 
 
Q: When will the assisted digital 
support be rolled out? 

A: We’re introducing support 
alongside our new online services. We 
are planning to launch an 'early 
adopter' face to face assisted digital 
service later this year which will 
provide support for a range of digital 
services. This will be in a limited 
number of locations which have the 
highest level of need. Applicants from 
areas outside early adopter sites who 
are unable to use digital services can 
continue to use paper channels. This 
will give us an opportunity to test the 
service, provider quality and levels of 
demand before rolling out on a 
national level. 
 
Q: How will users access face to 
face support? Can they walk in off 
the street?  
A: Face to face support will be 
provided on an appointment based 
system as far as possible. Courts & 
Tribunals Service Centre advisors will 
direct users towards the support which 
is most appropriate to their needs and 
abilities. Walk in options will also be 
available to users. 
 
 
Q: Who have you partnered with to 
deliver the face to face assisted 
digital service? 
 
We will be working with Good 
Things Foundation, a registered 
charity with lots of experience in 
providing support around 
accessing digital services.
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Virtual Hearings

This project aims to offer more 
choice in how hearings take place 
– supporting better quality video 
and telephone hearings. This 
covers everything from providing 
better technology for the kind of 
video hearing which we are all 
already familiar with – in which 
most people are in court, but one or 
two appear by video link – to 
options for fully virtual hearings in 
which everyone can attend 
remotely, including judges and 
advocates, using a standard laptop 
or tablet rather than needing 
dedicated equipment. This will also 
radically increase the flexibility with 
which defendants appearing by 
video can have conferences before 
or after hearings with their 
representatives.  

We consider that fully virtual 
hearings may be particularly 
suitable for progress and case 
management hearings and could 
offer additional flexibility, and save 
travel time, in relation to short and 
simple matters. We are also 
looking at the potential for this 
technology to support a more 
consistent approach to hearing bail 
and remand cases directly from the 
police station.   

We will not mandate virtual 
hearings. These will only take place 
where the court or tribunal 
considers that it is in the interests 
of justice - for example they won’t 

be used for criminal trials. We are 
working with legal professional and 
public users through engagement 
groups to help explore for which 
users fully virtual hearings would 
be most suited. 

In October, the Virtual Hearings  

project ran proof of concept tests 

within Immigration and Asylum 

Tribunal Case Management 

Hearings, where eight hearings 

were successfully conducted using 

Virtual Hearing technology.  

On the final test day at Taylor 

House Tribunal and Hearing 

centre, four hearings were 

conducted using full Virtual Hearing 

technology, involving legal 

professionals and three leadership 

judges. 

 

What next 

The Virtual Hearing team will take 

the results and insights gathered 

and continue with further 

development of the design, whilst 

carrying out a period of discovery in 

other jurisdictions. Further pilots 

are then planned for early 2018. 

The Virtual Hearings project is also 
currently taking part in a two-week 
cross-agency design workshop to 
understand what a national model 
for bail and remand hearings could 
look like.  
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Flexible Operating Hours 

 
As part of the programme of 
reform, we are looking at options to 
use our court rooms and hearing 
rooms at different times of day, 
outside the traditional hours of 
10am-4pm. We have developed a 
small number of proposed pilots to 
test these options. We have set out 
the detail of what we are doing in a 
prospectus, and invited views. If 
you haven’t seen the pilot 
prospectus already, please do take 
some time to have a read. 
 
What next 
 
The prospectus sets a series of 
questions in relation to the pilots. 
Feedback was sought by 1 
December 2017 to ensure that 
there is time to incorporate it before 
the pilots begin (please feel free 
still to give us your views and we 
will do our best to incorporate 
them). We’re planning to run the 
pilots for six months from February 
2018. 
 
We are committed to the pilots 
being a fair and transparent test of 
flexible operating hours and we are 
tendering for an independent 
organisation to undertake a 
detailed evaluation of the pilots. We 

want to test whether flexible 
operating hours can support a 
more efficient and effective justice 
system. 
 
We have not made any decisions 

about whether or not flexible 

operating hours will be rolled out, 

and our business case for reform 

does not depend on having flexible 

hours. We would only roll out 

flexible hours on the basis of robust 

evidence gathered through the pilot 

and evaluation.  

 

We may conclude that some 
models work better than others or 
that flexible hours of this kind are 
more suitable in some jurisdictions 
or places than others, or for some 
cases more than others. One 
possible outcome might be that it 
makes sense to operate a small 
number of more flexible courts in 
particular places, doing particular 
things. We may also conclude that 
these pilots have shown it is not 
possible to implement flexible 
operating hours and that we should 
not be pursuing it further. 
 
 

 
  

https://insidehmcts.blog.gov.uk/2017/10/24/next-steps-in-testing-our-proposals-for-court-hours-pilots/
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Scheduling and Listing 
 

We have started work on a project to 
improve scheduling and listing in all 
jurisdictions – designing systems, but 
also processes and ways of working 
that will support the judiciary in making 
their listing decisions with better 
information. We intend, that this 
should allow for more responsiveness 
and better, data-supported decisions 
on how heavily to list to avoid wasting 
the time either of judges, or of those 
coming to court.  
 
Listing and the deployment of judges 
are, and will remain, judicial functions. 
The project will not seek to change 
listing policies, but to provide tools that 
can accommodate a range of listing 
functions, whether these are national 
or regional (as with some tribunals) or 
set at a local level. 
 
It is very early days, and we are 
conscious that many will want to 
engage in this piece of work. We are 
also planning a programme of co-
creation sessions beyond our usual 
user research and testing to ensure 
we get as diverse range of input as 
possible. 
 
The project recently completed 
research to investigate the possibility 
of creating a better national system for 
supporting scheduling and listing. A 
key step has been to understand the 

needs of judiciary, diary managers, 
ushers and clerks who will be affected 
by changes to listing. 
 
Listing is not one activity, but a range 
of systems of processes, tools and 
personal relationships that make the 
courts work day to day. While listing 
decisions and policies are owned by 
judges they delegate a lot of the work 
to listing officers who, through careful 
management of court lists, aim to 
balance the needs of all court users 
with the need to keep court rooms 
utilised. Often court users can have 
competing needs – which is why listing 
is often thought of as more art than 
science. Judicial judgement will remain 
very important in scheduling and 
listing, but we want to look at whether 
a better underpinning system could 
make it easier to collect and manage a 
wide range of information about needs 
and availability, and give us better 
data about how successfully lists are 
balancing competing demands.  
 
From our initial research, we know that 
late publication of lists, and clashes 
between cases being heard in different 
courts, can cause problems for legal 
professionals – and that it’s important 
to provide stable, reliable information 
about lists with as much notice as 
possible.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


