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THE SCOTTISH LEGAL AID BOARD

APPROVED MINUTE OF MEETING OF THE SCOTTISH LEGAL AID BOARD HELD AT 10:30 AM AT THE BONHAM HOTEL ON MONDAY 20 NOVEMBER 2023

Present:		Ray Macfarlane, Chair
Brigid Whoriskey 
Sarah O’Neill
Steve Humphreys
Raymond McMenamin 
Sheriff John Morris KC
David Sheldon KC
Gavin Stevenson
Judith Robertson

In attendance:		Colin Lancaster, Chief Executive 
		Marie-Louise Fox, Director of Strategic Development
Ian Dickson, Principal Legal Advisor 
Adam Ford, Director of Operations
Linda Ross, Director of Corporate Services
Carolyn McLeod, Director of Client Legal Services
Andrew McIntosh, Corporate Support Manager
Emma O’Hara, Corporate Support Assistant
Stuart Drummond, Corporate Governance and Policy Officer 

1. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
There were apologies from Lesley Ward, Brian Baverstock and Gerry Bann.

2. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
There were no interests declared.

3. REVIEW OF MINUTES
The minute of the Board meeting on Monday 18 September 2023 was approved. 

The following minutes were noted:
· Approved minute of the Audit Committee, Monday 28 August 2023
· Approved minute of the Legal Services Cases Committee, Monday 9 October 2023.

4. CHAIR’S REPORT
The Chair reported that the recruitment campaign for a Chair and three new Members was underway, noting that the appointments of the Chair, Sarah O’Neill, Lesley Ward and David Sheldon KC would end by April 2024. As part of the recruitment, videos were being prepared featuring interviews with Board Members Lesley Ward and Brigid Whorisky. An external event would also be run by Changing the Chemistry at which current Members would speak along with the Chair and Chief Executive.

5. THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT  
The Chief Executive reported on matters of interest that had arisen since the last meeting. 

The Board were updated on the status of the SLAB staff pay award and were informed that the result of the Union ballot was due on Tuesday 21st November. Hopes were high that the revised pay offer would be accepted and implemented for the December payroll. It was also noted that the new 35 hour working week would be introduced from 1st December. 

The implementation date for the new Public Sector Consumer Duty was noted and there followed a discussion on the implications of a consumer duty on SLAB. There was general agreement that SLAB would need to define “consumer”. For example, legal firms and solicitors could be defined as businesses in terms of the Consumer (Scotland) Act 2020. Sarah O’Neill offered to assist the Executive in its consideration of this.

In relation to the meeting of the Joint Consultative Committee, the Board was of the view that their awareness of external issues could be improved by more regular briefing. It was noted that the Strategic Planning Group does carry out horizon scanning and it was agreed that issues identified as part of that process could be briefed to the Board.

ACTION: CEO

The remainder of the update was noted.   

6. LEGAL AID FUND FINANCE REPORT

The Board was presented with the Legal Aid Fund Finance update which showed legal aid expenditure for the year to date to September 2023. It was noted that although the position remained like the overall position as last reported, there were upward pressures in some areas. 

Overall, there was an increasing profile, at £8.5m higher than in the comparable period in 2022-23. There were no concerns raised by the report. The report was noted. 

7. SLAB ADMINISTRATION – FINANCE AND RESOURCE REPORT

The Administration, Finance and Resource Report was presented. It was noted that expenditure for the period ended 30 September 2023 was £4.9m compared to budget profile of £4.9m.  No concerns were raised, and the report was noted. 

8. COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY

The Board were presented with and considered the draft Communication Strategy. The draft strategy provided a strategic framework for SLAB’s communications for the period 2023-2026, which:  

· supported the delivery of the Corporate Plan and our Strategic Objectives  
· identified SLAB’s communications objectives, priorities and key stakeholders 

· provided a framework for annual Action Plans to guide a programme of work towards achieving communications objectives

This was a new strategy designed to bring together all the communications work SLAB does and had four objectives, namely:

· Identifying the needs of customers and staff to help inform work 
· Customer and staff satisfaction with services will improve 
· Continuing to embed equality and accessibility into communications so that customers can easily engage with 
· Providing information to inform the public debate about reform of legal aid, to help support ministers’ decision-making 

The Board began by noting that they could see a clear link between the plan and SLAB’s strategic objectives. 

The Board queried why internal communications were not explicitly mentioned particularly in relation to change management. However, it was clarified that for projects involving change, such as any legal aid review related work, would have internal communications plans. 

It was also pointed out that there should be a tighter definition of what was meant by customer and it was agreed that this would be considered. 

ACTION: MLF

The Board queried how SLAB might communicate beyond the customer base. It was agreed that a more pro-active approach in this regard might happen in the future as the developments with legal aid reform become clearer. 

There was a feeling that the vision statement was not fully aligned with the content of the strategy and that it was quite internally focussed, reflecting more of a “how we work” message. It was agreed that this would be revisited, and an amended version circulated by email to Board members for their input. It was also agreed to consider specific mention of the Board under objective 1. 

ACTION: MLF

The Board were of the view this was a good piece of work and an important step forward. They agreed that the more proactive approach was welcome. 

9. BUSINESS PLAN UPDATE

Andrew McIntosh presented an update on the 2023-24 Business Plan projects and reported that some of the projects had moved from green to amber. It was explained that this was primarily due to some short-term resource issues. For example, the Job Evaluation and Regrading project had been particularly resource intensive. The resource impact of legal aid reform was also still being worked through.

It was reported that although the impact on this year’s Business Plan was minimal at this stage, there would be an undertaking to look ahead to years two and three of the Corporate Plan as this is where resourcing challenges would increase.
There were no comments from the Board on the update and the paper was noted.

10. COMPLAINTS UPDATE

The Board considered the quarter 1 and quarter 2 complaints update, which reported on the resolved frontline and investigation complaints received during that period. 

It was reported that, in total across both quarters, there were eight resolved frontline complaints resolved with three upheld and one partially upheld. There were 15 investigation reports resolved with one upheld and one partially upheld. No systemic problems were identified with the main issues centred around minor administrative errors, since resolved. 

The Board were of the view that it might be useful to see the overall number of decisions to measure the number of complaints against and provide some context. 

ACTION: SD

The report was noted. 

11. CLIENT LEGAL SERVICES UPDATE

Carolyn McLeod presented the first Board update covering all three legal services within Client Legal Services (CLS). It also set out baseline business figures, together with updates on directorate activity which was supporting delivery of SLAB’s corporate objectives.

Carolyn explained that she was making good progress in building a sense of common purpose and a shared understanding across the directorate. This included developing a Scotland-wide perspective and building formal and informal connections within the directorate. Encouraging staff engagement was a key part of this, ensuring that staff had a contribution to strategic development and have a vested interest in shaping the directorate. 

The staffing and operational challenges were noted and it was acknowledged that steps were being taken to address these. For example, different ways of approaching recruitment were being considered such as the use of internships, so opportunities were opened to a wider range of people. 

The Board requested regular updates from CLS, particularly in relation to staff wellbeing. CMc informed the Board that there would be further, more specific updates, to the Board. 

ACTION: CMc

The report was noted. 

12. PERFORMANCE REPORT

The Performance Report to end September 2023 was considered. The performance across Applications was good and there were no particular concerns or issues to highlight.

In Accounts, overall the performance remained broadly in line with expectations.
The Board had no comments and the report was noted. 

13. MEETINGS WITH OUTISIDE BODIES REPORT

The Board was presented with a paper setting out the details of key meetings attended by senior SLAB staff with external organisations.
The paper was noted.
14.  AGENDA PLANNER

The agenda planner, which set out the main agenda items for forthcoming meetings, was noted. 
15. DATES OF NEXT MEETINGS

The dates of the next meetings were noted:
· Legal Services Cases Committee, Tuesday 5 December 2023
· Legal Services Cases Committee, Monday 29 January 2024
· Audit Committee, Monday 5 February 2024
· Legal Assistance Policy Committee, Monday 5 February 2024
· Board Meeting, Monday 19 February 2024   
The meeting concluded at 12:00.
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