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APPROVED MINUTE OF MEETING OF THE SCOTTISH LEGAL AID BOARD 
HELD AT 10:30AM, THISTLE HOUSE, MONDAY 17 MARCH 2025

Present:		Bill Moyes, Chair
Brigid Whoriskey 
Raymond McMenamin (VC)
Gavin Stevenson
Judith Robertson (VC)
David Massaro 
Fiona Cook
Willie Cowan 
Brian Baverstock
Steve Humphreys.

In attendance:		Colin Lancaster, Chief Executive 
		Marie-Louise Fox, Director of Strategic Development
Ian Dickson, Principal Legal Advisor (VC)
Adam Ford, Director of Operations
Linda Ross, Director of Corporate Services & Accounts
Andrew McIntosh, Corporate Support Manager
Stuart Drummond, Corporate Governance and Policy Officer 
Matt Taylor, Analytics Manager
Nicola Brown, Head of the Public Defence Solicitors’ Office 
Claire Kettlewell, Head of Civil Legal Assistance Office.

1. Apologies for absence
There were apologies from Gerry Bann and Sheriff John Morris KC.
2. Declarations of interests
There were no interests declared.
3. Review of minutes 
The draft minute of the Board meeting held on Tuesday 3 December was approved. 
The outstanding action document was reviewed and approved.
4. Chief Executive’s update
Chief Executive reported on wide-ranging matters of interest that had arisen since the last meeting. 
It was reported that the Legal Aid Reform Discussion Paper had been published by Scottish Government (SG). The Law Society of Scotland had expressed its disappointment that the proposals in the paper did not go far enough. It was reported that SG were engaging with the Scottish Solicitors’ Bar Association and the Law Society of Scotland in relation to issues around fees.
The Chief Executive informed the Board that there had been a meeting with SG to discuss more detail around the regulations that will be required, and there will need to be careful planning around the drafting and subsequent implementation of the regulations. 
Also discussed with SG was the follow up with the Minister, further to the meeting that had taken place with her in December. It was reported that she would be writing to the Board to follow up on certain discussion points. Furthermore, it was hoped that the May Board meeting would be an opportunity to meet with the Minister again. 
The Chief Executive informed the Board that the Equalities, Human Rights and Civil Justice Committee had launched an inquiry into Civil Legal Aid in Scotland on 13 March. The timescale for evidence was quite short with only four weeks to respond. There was agreement that it would be a good opportunity to demonstrate that SLAB had an appetite for change and to position SLAB as champions for improvement. It was also seen as an opportunity to demonstrate some of the evidence the organisation had on eligibility and supply. 
It was agreed that there would be a discussion about the approach to engaging with the inquiry at the meeting of the LAPC on 24 March, to which all Board members were invited. 
Finally, the Chief Executive provided some background to the review that had been carried out into the operation of the Executive Team and the establishment of a Corporate Planning and Development team. 
The remainder of the report was noted.
5. Finance Report – Legal Aid Fund
The Legal Aid Fund Finance Report was presented to the Board by the Director of Corporate Services & Accounts. 
The report set out that the forecast spend had been reduced by £1.9m (1%). This reduction reflected the current trends in spend and up to date information from justice partners. The current legal aid and justice landscape is changing quickly and therefore there were several risk factors that might change the forecast. The Executive would continue to monitor the situation closely.
The report was noted.
6. Finance Report – SLAB Administration	
The Board was presented with the SLAB Administration Finance and Resource Report by the Director of Corporate Services & Accounts. It was reported that expenditure for the period ended 31 January 2025 was £12.9m compared to a budget profile of £12.9m.

The report was noted.
7. Draft Budget Approval 2025-26
The Board considered the 2025-26 draft budget, presented by the Director of Corporate Services % Accounts. It was noted that there was a small overcommitment, but this would be managed. The small increase in budget was welcomed.  
The Board requested that more detail should be provided on the items included in the capital budget and it was agreed this would be provided in due course. 
Discussion took place on the uncertainty surrounding how the increase in national insurance would be funded. The Board requested that consideration should be given to how this might be reflected in the presentation of the budget. Linda Ross agreed and would make amendments to the budget prior to publication.
Action: LR
Subject to such amendments, the Board approved the budget submission for 2025-26.
8. Risk update
The Board was presented with a report on the current risk environment, including the corporate risk register from the Corporate Support Manager. 

It was noted that the report for the Board was intended as a snapshot, but the Board were assured that the Audit Committee had reviewed the current risks in detail. 

It was acknowledged that the key risk remained around legal aid reform and that the net risk in relation to this had not changed, reflecting the current challenges. 

The Board welcomed the revised format and noted the report.
9. Business Plan 2024-25 Progress Report
The Corporate Support Manager presented the Business Plan Progress report, which provided the Board with the status of the 2024-25 projects.  
It was reported that progress across the range of projects was generally good with no significant risks associated with the delivery of those projects. 
The Board queried the progress on pension reform and were informed that it was a complex issue dependent on a steer from Scottish Government. It was likely the issue would take some time to resolve. However, it did not present a significant risk for the organisation.  
The Board requested that plans should provide more specificity on dates for milestones, in order that the level of slippage might be determined. It was agreed this would be provided for next year’s plan.
Action: AM
The update was noted.
10. Business Plan 2025-26 Approval
The Corporate Support Manager presented the new Business Plan, which set out the proposed activity for the 2025-26 period. 
In relation to the proposal to include the user voice as part of legal aid reform, the Board queried how that might be resourced. It was explained that it was not yet clear what model would be used to incorporate the user voice and further discussion with Scottish Government would be required. 

In relation to the activity on Pension Reform, the Board cautioned against taking on an activity, the outcome of which was beyond our control. It was confirmed that this activity was in the plan as it would be significant if the reforms occurred, but it was likely the activity would be moved to the directorate plan and a watching brief would be adopted in relation to pension reform. The scope was there to move it back to the Corporate Business Plan. 
The Board welcomed the intention to work towards becoming a trauma informed organisation and it was agreed that this would be a suitable topic for a future thematic discussion at the Board.
Action: LR
The Board commented on the exclusion of workforce planning, and it was explained that that this was being rolled out to individual teams and would be taken forward at directorate level. It was agreed that the subject of workforce planning would be discussed further at one of the Board strategy sessions to agree an approach to it. 

The Board were content to approve the 2025-26 Business Plan.
11. Trends Report
The Manager of Analytics joined the meeting and presented the trends update, which reported on applications and accounts trends in the twelve-month period to January 2025. 
It was reported that civil A&A grants had continued to decline, other than grants of A&A/ABWOR for immigration and asylum cases which had continued to rise – up by 5% in the most recent 12 months. Civil legal aid grants were mostly level although adults with incapacity had dropped slightly.

Criminal cases granted continued to see a large increase in summary complaint ABWOR. Full summary legal aid grants were down slightly. Solemn grant volumes had decreased by 10%.  

These patterns were consistent with the changes shown in recent data published by the Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service (SCTS). The total gross judicare expenditure had increased by 12% in the 12 months to January 2025 to £165 million. The main components of the increase were a 25% increase in criminal ABWOR payments and a 12% increase in the cost of solemn payments.

The Board commented on the plateauing of adult with incapacity and the view was expressed that the figures were responding to what could be viewed as societal failures, and that this would be discussed with Scottish Government and may be picked up as part of the reform agenda. 

The Board queried why there had been a reduction in civil advice and assistance and civil legal aid grants, and it was explained that, as financial eligibility had not changed, there were fewer people who qualified. Furthermore, there were an increasing number of firms who were choosing to do the early work in a case at private fee rates. It was agreed that this information could be fed into the Equalities, Human Rights and Civil Justice Committee’s inquiry into Civil Legal Aid.

It was agreed that consideration would be given to how to present trends to the Board for future papers.  

Action: MLF
The Board noted the report.
12. Performance Report 
The Performance Report was presented to the Board by the Director of Operations. The report set out the performance of both the applications and accounts teams in relation to criminal, children’s, and civil legal assistance. It was noted that all departments were performing well with most benchmarks being met or bettered.  
The Board noted the report.
13. Performance Benchmarks 2025-26
The Director of Operations presented the proposed 2025-26 performance benchmarks for approval. It was reported that the revised benchmarks reflected customers’ experience of the legal aid journey from start to finish, influenced by the quality of material SLAB received and the responsiveness of the solicitors to requests for additional information.  
In Operations, more stretching benchmarks were suggested for three of the 14 benchmarks. In Accounts, more stretching benchmarks were suggested for 10 of the 19 benchmarks.  
The Board were content with the revisions and approved the 2025-26 Performance Benchmarks.
14. Client Legal Services Update
The Head of the Civil Legal Assistance Office and the Head of the Public Defence Solicitors’ Office joined the meeting and presented the Client Legal Services update. 
It was reported that workloads and working practices continued to be carefully managed to accommodate fluctuations in resourcing and capacity, and the maintenance of service delivery standards and safeguarding staff wellbeing were key drivers. Furthermore, a careful balance continued to be affected between operational delivery and strategic service development.
It was noted that, in terms of the Civil Legal Assistance Office figures for Q1 to Q3 over the previous three years, triage cases increased year on year, advice cases peaked in 2023-24 but reverted to 2022-23 levels in the most recent period. Case intake – and the number of live cases – had started to increase again, following a significant dip in 2023-24.
The Board welcomed the news that the Homelessness Helpline service had restarted on 1 August 2024, and it was reported that there had been significant positive results for ‘street homeless’ clients. Of those callers who wished to proceed with legal action and who were eligible for legal aid, we were able to secure the provision of council accommodation for 96%.
The Public Defence Solicitors’ Office figures reported that the number of open cases had increased by 50% over the last three years. This increase had required careful management of new business levels. In 2022-23 there was a significant increase in duty cases because of the boycott of duty plans in several geographical areas. Since then, the intake of new cases has been carefully managed to ensure that the number of live cases remains sustainable. 
The Solicitor Contact Line figures reported that overall call numbers and police station attendances had remained stable between April and December 2024. When compared with the same period in 2023, calls had reduced by 1.8% and attendances increased by 5%. In comparison with equivalent figures for 2022, calls and attendances fell by 0.5% and 33% respectively.
The Board discussed the challenges facing the Aberdeen Public Defence Solicitors’ Office in recruiting locally and the subsequent pressure on staff resources and wellbeing. The Board expressed concern at the local conditions that had contributed to the recruitment and welfare issues but accepted that the situation was difficult and that all available options had been considered. It was acknowledged that this would be a topic of discussion with Scottish Government to establish an appropriate course of action. 
The Board welcomed the report and noted it.
15. Stakeholder Engagement
Included in the Board’s papers for information was a paper setting out the details of key meetings attended by senior SLAB staff with external organisations.
16. Agenda Planner
The agenda planner was noted.
17. Reflections on the Strategy Day
The Board’s feedback on the Strategy Day held on 27 January 2025 was generally positive.
18. Effectiveness
The Chair asked for feedback from members on the meeting, the quality of the papers, and discussion.  
The Board agreed that the papers were clear, and they also agreed that there had been sufficient time for them to contribute to matters during the meeting.
19. Dates of next meetings
The dates of the next meetings were noted:
· Legal Services Cases Committee – 24 March 2025
· Legal Assistance Policy Committee – 24 March 2025 and 28 April 2025
· Audit Committee - 12 May 2025
· Board (Governance) – 26 May 2025. 
The meeting concluded at 12:45pm.
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