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THE SCOTTISH LEGAL AID BOARD

APPROVED MINUTE OF MEETING OF THE SCOTTISH LEGAL AID BOARD HELD AT 1:30PM AT THISTLE HOUSE ON MONDAY 19 FEBRUARY 2024


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

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
Sarah Lynchehaun, Corporate Governance and Policy Officer 

1. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
David Sheldon KC and Gerry Bann.

2. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
There were no interests declared.

3. REVIEW OF MINUTES
The minute of the Board meeting on 20 November 2023 was approved subject to minor amendment.  
The action document was reviewed with input received on Action 2881 – the Communications strategy – regarding the use of the term ‘customer’ and how wide it could be interpreted. An explanation was given to SLAB’s broad categorisation of customers, and it was agreed to clarify this at the start of the strategy. 
ACTION MLF 
The following minutes were noted:
· Approved Minute of the LSCC which took place on 6 November 2023
· Approved Minute of the LAPC which took place on 13 November 2023
· Approved Minute of the LSCC which took place on 29 January 2024.
4. CHAIR’S REPORT
The Chair started by noting the recent Section 31 Committee which had concluded. The Chair extended a vote of thanks to the outstanding advice and support received from the Legal Services Team as well as noting other accomplished SLAB staff members who were part of the process. 

There was a discussion about the process and potential ways it could be improved. It was suggested this could include a briefing session for other Board members on the Section 31 Committee for wider awareness. It was agreed that this would be considered for inclusion in a board training session and/or induction pack.
    
The Chair reported that the recruitment campaign for a Chair and three new Members had now concluded and that the recommendations for appointments to replace the Chair, Sarah O’Neill, Lesley Ward and David Sheldon KC had been submitted to the Minister. It was expected they be announced by the end of March 2024.

The Chair then handed over to Andrew McIntosh who briefed the Board on its obligations in reporting Related Party Transactions for the drafting of the Annual Report. Members would be asked for input on this in the next few weeks.
5. THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT  
The Chief Executive reported on matters of interest that had arisen since the last meeting. 

The staff survey was noted as being very positive with good engagement reflecting an increase in relative satisfaction. It was highlighted that sharing the results in different ways was an effective way to communicate. 

There was a short update to the Board in relation to the internal Job Evaluation and Grading process as well as the current position with the Legal Aid Remuneration Group impacting the profession. 

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 December 2023. 

It was noted that the upward pressures in some areas was unprecedented; because of the successful impact of many initiatives improving efficiency, promoting early resolution of cases and clearing backlogs throughout both the justice system and the wider legal aid environment.

It was noted that an additional risk had been added to the Corporate Risk Register because of the forecasting and lessons learned for both staff and Scottish Government colleagues to be aware of with a session to be arranged once the new financial year had started. 
The Board extended its thanks to the Accounts department and were also clear about its opposition to reduce performance on applications and accounts timeliness to reduce expenditure. It was highlighted that this was likely to be an issue that extended into future years and that forecasting would be reviewed.

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 31 December 2023 was £10.9m compared to budget profile of £11.5m.  

There was a query in relation to the pension and concern to meet pension costs. It was confirmed that Scottish Government would be obliged to meet such costs. 

No concerns were raised, and the report was noted. 

8.  2024-25 PROPOSED BUDGETS
The Board was presented with the proposed Budget paper which provided details of proposed 2024-25 budgets for SLAB administration costs and the non-judicare parts of the Legal Aid Fund such as Client Legal Services and Quality Assurance. It was noted that it was a very positive story despite inflationary pressures. 

There were no concerns raised and the Board approved the budgets.

9. BUSINESS PLAN 2023-24
The Board was presented with an update on the 2023-24 Business Plan projects which noted that only two projects were sitting as amber. It was explained that this was a result of the resource issues following the very resource intensive Job Evaluation and Grading project. 

It was noted that the developments in Scottish Government’s plans for legal aid reform would mean that there would be an impact on the scope of the project and the development of a workforce plan. 

There were no comments from the Board on the update and the paper was noted.

10.  PROPOSED BUSINESS PLAN
The proposed Business Plan for 2024-25 was presented to the Board. The report set out delivered projects, ongoing workstreams and considerations to new plans for the next financial year. 

The Board considered the report and requested an overview about the Guidance on Administration of Legal Aid project. It was noted that this project had now moved to ‘Business as Usual’ function but that the ambition or achievement of this project was not fully understood. 

It was requested that as this project ‘wrapped up’ there could be something presented to the Board about what had been delivered. 

ACTION AF

The report was noted. 

11. CORPORATE RISK REGISTER
The Corporate Risk Register was presented. It was noted that the recurring themes coming up at the meeting of public expenditure and legal aid reform featured in the updated report. 

The Convener of the Audit Committee confirmed that the issues raised had generated a good discussion at the recent Audit Committee meeting. 

The Grant Funding risk was highlighted and an update on the current position was requested. It was confirmed that conversations were ongoing at a Ministerial level which we were not aware of. It was noted that if there were issues with the Grant Funding schemes the most vulnerable people would be the ones to lose out. 

The report was noted. 

12. LEGAL ASSISTANCE POLICY COMMITTEE EFFECTIVENESS AND REMIT 
The Legal Assistance Policy Committee (LAPC) Effectiveness and Remit Report was presented to the Board. A brief background to the report was provided as well as setting out the reasons for revisiting the remit. 

It was noted that the Committee provide a huge benefit to the organisation. The Board was advised that the paper had been discussed at the recent LAPC who approved the suggested changes. 

The Convener of the LAPC added that there would be a focus at the end of meetings to discuss value added to the organisation. 

The report was noted and the suggested change to the remit was approved. 
 
13. PERFORMANCE REPORT 
The Performance Report to end of December 2023 was considered. There was a brief discussion on the survey results received. It was noted that the performance across Applications was good and there were no concerns or issues to highlight.

In Accounts, overall, the performance remained broadly in line with expectations. It was highlighted that next year’s benchmarks paper would be circulated for agreement before the next Board meeting due to take place in May.

The Board had no comments and the report was noted. 

14. TRENDS
The Trends report was presented to the Board. It was confirmed that the trends information was used to help inform our work and fulfilled our monitoring duty. 

It was noted that the format of the report had been updated and moved away from the Covid-19 reporting style, where some areas were reported on a week-by-week basis. The new report would focus more on long term trends. 

The Board was very interested in the report and discussed the wider underlying societal change that was apparent.

15. 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.
16.  AGENDA PLANNER
The agenda planner, which set out the main agenda items for forthcoming meetings, was noted. 
The Chair raised the agenda planner and the number of Board meetings. It was confirmed that there were five meetings as well as a training session and strategy session scheduled, which would also provide a forum for an agenda of business to be tabled if necessary.
There was a vote of thanks to the outgoing board members - Lesley, Sarah and David - for their positive participation and involvement during their time on the Board as this was their final Board meeting. 
The Chair was also thanked for her contributions over the many years she has been in post as a member and latterly as Chair.
17. DATES OF NEXT MEETINGS
The dates of the next meetings were noted:
Legal Services Cases Committee, Monday 26 February at 1pm
Legal Services Cases Committee, Monday 25 March at 1pm
Legal Services Cases Committee, Monday 29 April at 1pm
Legal Assistance Policy Committee, Monday 29 April at 10.30am 
Audit Committee, Monday 20 May at 10.30am
Board, Monday 27 May at 10.30am.
The meeting concluded at 3.15pm.
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