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Delivery of Strategic Objectives
1 – Administration: Our timely, clear, and consistent decisions on legal aid applications and accounts deliver a positive customer experience.	
3 – Investing: We support our people to develop the skills and ways of working needed to deliver our mission, both now and in the future.
4 – Shaping: Our insightful, evidence-based and outcome-focused advice to Ministers supports their decision-making on the future of legal aid and SLAB.
Link to Board or Committee remit:
The Board has a role in overseeing and scrutinising progress against our Corporate Business Plan projects. The Policy Committee has also played a key role in developing the GALA outputs in previous years. 
Link to Risk Management: 		
This is linked to our corporate risk that if our policies and procedures are not up to date/reviewed regularly and staff trained on them, then we may fail to comply with legislation, appropriately meet best practice or safeguard our colleagues.
Publication of the paper: 		
This paper is suitable for publication. 	
Executive Summary: 		
The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the success of the GALA project that has now closed and from April 2024 moved into business-as-usual activity. The Board agreed to initiate the GALA project to ensure that we had processes in place to explain the use of our discretion in applications and accounts decision-making in written policies; provide guidance to staff and our customers; and set up an on-going policy review process. 
The GALA project remit was to support the organisation to:
· make strong decisions
· meet corporate responsibilities
· take account of our corporate values, including identifying legal and discretionary opportunities for change and continuous improvement
· manage changes efficiently
· develop a ‘Policy Framework’ that set out a standard process on how we make decisions and changes.
The GALA project has run for four years and was divided into two separate phases. Phase 1 producing the infrastructure and environment for change to happen, whilst at the same time delivering key outputs in the review of Legal Aid Guidance and creation of a new web site; and Phase 2 using the toolkit in a multi-disciplinary team approach which has created the new guidance documentation, including Policy Statements (PS), Decision Making Guidance (DMG) and external facing guidance for solicitors and advocates.
[bookmark: _Int_ImxChggN]Whilst the deliverables and success of GALA are clear it also has a substantial impact on the organisation in becoming an effective delivery vehicle that allowed innovation and transformation with a positive impact on relationships with profession, Scottish Government and colleagues. 
Report
Deliverables
Phase 1 
1. Phase 1 involved extensive qualitative stakeholder research with external and internal users of the previous Legal Aid handbooks. This significant programme of work involved the review of over 1,600 pages of content across three handbooks and the collation into a coherent guidance resource of information in unpublished tools and materials, personal notes and guides colleagues had developed over the years on an ad hoc basis, and years’ worth of mailshots. 
2. The work to establish a new corporate website had significant impact on the order in which work recommended in Phase 1 was carried out. The timeline for a new website required a change in order and focus for work and the project adapted to facilitate production of edited external facing content prior to policy and decision-maker guidance development, which became Phase 2.
3. Phase 1 created the foundation in the development of a new tool kit to make change happen. The toolkit included an agreed typology to distinguish between policy, guidance, and our statutory frameworks. The development, testing and approval of templates to support policy specification/identification/ development – the templates produced also able to support broader corporate work on framing policies. The development of tools to support guidance for decision makers. Finally, the development of method by which to assess and incorporate corporate equalities duties into the operational policy and guidance. 
4. [bookmark: _Int_f4hk03Ph]This large-scale programme, structured around a series of phased work-streams produced the tools and methodology to transform the existing material into consistently defined and structured policy statements, decision-maker guidance and external facing guidance. We introduced governance arrangements, change control, archive structure, new processes establishing a user testing platform and new file structure and document retention process. 

Phase 2 
5. Phase 2 was about broadening out the use of the tools and to achieve delivery in the priority areas for development, and longer term to proceed to produce reframed guidance across all our decision-making areas. 
6. We adopted a multi-disciplinary team approach, which included Policy, Equalities, Applications and Accounts. Whilst resource intensive for the project team to manage and drive progress, the time and effort taken to establish this collaborative approach has paid off by enabling us to draw on the complimentary skills and knowledge in each area, demonstrating the benefits of joint working and enhancing our capacity for pursuing and managing change in a structured environment. 
7. Creating the policy framework which describes all the decisions made by SLAB by aid type and through the whole grant lifecycle - from receipt of application to payment to solicitor - enabled a master list of decision sets which formed the scope of all of GALA output. 
8. The forming of the GALA Review Group ensured governance and best practice to authorise all the policies. In addition, it operated as a new forum where policy related issues, particularly those with impact on Operations, Accounts or customer could be raised, discussed and decisions made. 
9. Release of material required a co-ordinated process that included updates to the Legal Aid Guidance, integrated with system changes where necessary, training and briefings for colleagues as well as communications and updates to the profession.
10. During phase 2, 110 policies have been reviewed with decision making guidance created and 50 published on the GALA website. All have been created within a newly established governance framework incorporating the RACI approach (clearly identifying those responsible, accountable, consulted and informed) and equalities impact assessment using the new toolkit, which has also evolved and been refined for use across SLAB, reflecting experience of its use within the project.
11. The new GALA website is a purpose-built repository available internally and externally. Our aim was to provide a single version of the documentation to all interested parties.
Impact
12. Having consistent and accurate information ready to all, not only for SLAB’s own decision-makers but also applicants and the profession, is not only a legitimate goal in itself, but is also delivering benefits attributable to GALA (in whole or in part) in several areas, which we can see in the positive feedback received.
13. Just some of the highlights identified by staff, customers and stakeholders:
· Improved relationship between SLAB and the profession
Example: ‘From solicitor – in 30 years the best there has ever been.’
· Reduce time taken in reaching decision
Example: ‘Making things easier has resulted in more challenging Benchmarks set, yet   performance remaining ‘better than’ also often with less resource.’ 
The average duration for an initial decision in a civil legal aid (non-AWI) application has reduced from 71.6 in the six months before the project formally launched to 58.3 days in the most recent six-month period.
· A process designed to maximise the chances of customers providing information first time
Example: the proportion of civil legal aid application granted at first instance has increased from 74.8% in the six months before the project formally launched to 80.1% in the most recent six month period. The proportion of applications requiring further work has reduced from 11.8% to 8.3% over the same period.
· Faster final decisions for people with less dependency on senior staff
Example: ‘We removed looking at the aggregation of partners when they only cohabitated some of the time. This has reduced the time 100% we previously took on these cases as the staff will need to make less referrals.
· Staff induction/training time reduced
Example: ‘The way in which the Policy Statements and Decision-Maker’s Guidance follow a clear chronical order makes it so much easier for training.’
· Understanding why decisions are made
Example: ‘By showing the relevant regulations etc. this makes it easier to deal with when you receive a query from a solicitor or applicant as to why we have done what we have done. The DMG’s are normally enough but having the PS there if we need more technical information is helpful, particularly when dealing with solicitor queries.’
· Public sector equality duty – being compliant & demonstrating compliance
Example quote from the EHRC – "The Scottish Legal Aid Board has taken important steps to further embed equality in its work, by meeting their duty to assess the effect of their policies and practices on people with protected characteristics and reviewing how their services are delivered.
“While it is a legal requirement of all public bodies in Scotland, the completion of effective equality impact assessments will also help SLAB provide a better service for every legal aid applicant or user, by helping them to address any potential disadvantages or barriers."

14. Out with the specific benefits listed above, as part of our agreement with the Equality and Human Rights Commission we set out an action plan to regularly review and further embed equality into our policies and processes across the organisation. GALA was a major element of this action plan which was successfully completed in August 2023.
15. [bookmark: _Int_48y2hAf4][bookmark: _Int_4kBVHrLj]The LAPC has played a valuable role in the GALA project. The Committee is able to provide an experienced and skilled sounding board, providing advice, suggestions, perspective and guidance when required. Staff find the Committee to be a useful part of the policy development process. This can be to sense check ideas; or explore strategies for consultation; or obtain knowledge of other practices. Examples of this include understanding the current issues with A&A and ABWOR and giving direction on our advice to government, suggesting how to approach external guidance material, advising on the approach to take to assessment of self-employed income and interaction with the CSA, and advising on the approach to addressing the issue of paying for Family Therapy in court cases. 
16. Whilst GALA has allowed us to review and make changes to decision-making policies within our control, it has also been instrumental in providing a structure for Legal Aid Reform. It has enabled a collaborative approach to identify change required from a legislative perspective which in turn has provided Scottish Government with clear areas for Legal Aid development for the future. 
17. We continue to use the learning from GALA in other areas of development, using the robust methodology and toolkit. Currently we are using the GALA tool kit for the development of eight sub-policies for Compliance & Investigations. 
18. GALA was also the mechanism for our review of the application of the Interests of Justice test in summary criminal Sheriff Court cases. This allowed us to use our internal legal advice on how we could effectively dis-apply the test in Sheriff Court cases, with no changes to the legislation. This demonstrates how the GALA process brought together colleagues in different areas to implement a change in policy and procedure, which had great benefits to the profession and staff too.
Insight
19. A clear theme from colleagues has been the recognition of harmonisation using a framework to deliver a positive change. Colleagues feel more involved in a fully transparent process, and describe this as reducing some silos within and between the different aid types. There is an improved confidence and consistency in decision making by the assessment officers, with best practice shared and recorded.
20. Some insight quotes to demonstrate the impact it has had:
“It gave us the opportunity to change what we do and change our policies.”
 “Actually, made us analyse stuff even for areas not yet done DMGs for example, Transfers.”
 “It’s put us in that frame of mind of actually let’s think about everything now that we do and our   processes and can we do it better and making time for it as opposed to we don’t have time for it.” 
“The Interests of Justice change. It was something we had been thinking about for a long time. I thought it might have had to wait for legal aid reform to remove the IOJ test in Sheriff court cases, but the Principal Legal Adviser produced a clever way of doing that within current legislation. A good example of legal, ourselves and policy all coming together and bringing in a change that benefitted us and benefitted the profession as well.”
“And whilst the project might be coming to an end, we’ve still got it in the forefront of our mind doing REACT [our new operational case management system], we’ve still got that background of what do we need to do, let’s analyse everything we do and look at why we do it so we will take that forward with everything now.”
“Delighted!”
Final Reflections 
21. GALA became a dynamic delivery vehicle for SLAB in several diverse ways. It gave a place for issues which previously had no home to be considered and reviewed by a powerful breadth of expertise in SLAB. It also became an industrial process creating policy statements and decision-making guidance to a drumbeat of delivery around the Gala Review Meetings and the new release process that brought everything inline together. This has made expectations of resolution and pace of delivery a powerful message of what can be delivered using our own resources.
22. GALA has seen a tsunami of innovation, so many new processes have transformed the policy development and decision-making guidance landscape. With that new landscape comes high quality and consistency of our documentation and its publication. 
23. GALA has demonstrated how SLAB embraces and responds to change. A large-scale programme of activity that has tested and learnt along its life cycle, that is now embedded in the organisation working collaboratively to solve problems, ask questions, introduce innovative ideas, and create new models of doing things differently. These benefits will continue to be felt through our business as usual GALA work, and more widely in our organisation-wide approaches to change management, options appraisal, policy development and impact assessment.
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