Q. 1 - No

Q.2 - (a) Justice requires to be administered 'locally' and, whilst proposal 'c' MAY suggest otherwise, nothing in these proposals reassures me that Inverness, which serves a huge geographic area, Highland Council’s area alone being the size of Belgium, will feature on the High Court circuit.   In recent years sittings of the High Court involving cases from the Highlands and Islands and Moray have routinely been dealt with in the Central Belt.  On most occasions, this has resulted in many witnesses travelling from the north and being accommodated overnight when the more obvious approach would have been for the considerably smaller number required to make the Court function, travelling north.  It is hard to understand how any cursory examination of the climate change implications of these proposals contribute to what are already very challenging targets for Scotland's public sector.  As with many other aspects of this consultation the ability to make greater, appropriate use of technology is important.  
(b) It is apparent that there are no physical reasons why the High Court should not continue to sit in Inverness only ‘financial’ or ‘political’ reasons why it can’t. 

The Court would operate, as it did previously, as the location where Highlands and Islands cases referred to the High Court were scheduled.  The public would understand there would be occasions, particularly when the accused has plead ‘guilty’ and proceedings can be accelerated that the case would be considered elsewhere and, of course, in those circumstances there would be no inconvenience to the victim or witnesses.
Q.3 - If these proposals were accepted then the constituents I am charged with representing would be disadvantaged in terms of how they saw their justice administered.  If they were to be cited as a witness, they would require to travel considerable distances to discharge that important civic function. 
The local press have an important role to play in reporting on court proceedings and the financial difficulties they already face would be compounded with travel to a High Court sitting in the Central Belt expensive, time consuming and therefore unlikely to be undertaken.  It is certainly the case that court proceedings which may be of great interest in the Highlands and Islands may well be of passing interest elsewhere and therefore go unreported with the consequential loss of public awareness that the due process of law has taken place.
Q.4 - No

Q.5 - (a) As with other proposals there is little regard for the geography of the Highlands, the dearth of public transport options and the significant impact of travel where often no public transport exists.
The complications of timetabling courts to suit limited public transport options; the well-documented concerns about accused and victims sharing the same transport, much more stark when it’s the only bus or the only ferry indicate the need for a flexible approach and that flexibility should be applied to the Sheriff and court officials rather than the victims, witnesses, general public, including the accused for whom a presumption of innocence must apply. The population of the Highlands is growing and, public services must reflect this is the manner in which they are available, this applies no less to the Courts.

Wick Sheriff Court should continue to hold jury trials including those which would have been held in Tain and Dornoch. Not everything is about volume and justice should be about quality local access.  Notwithstanding other changes which may take place in the criminal justice/court system, it is inconceivable that Inverness could cope with the volume of cases generated, in the short term at least and, if Inverness were to be retained on the High Court circuit then the recently refurbished Dingwall Sheriff Court could be retained as an ‘over-flow’ for Inverness because, notwithstanding statistics contained in the consultation, every legal practitioner I have spoken to has commented on the lack of capacity at Inverness.

Q.6 - I am not convinced this approach meets the best interests of my constituents.

Q.7 - (a) For previously cited reasons about travel and delivery of public services also, given that the explicit intention to only have Inverness as a ‘centre’ then, once again, accommodation issues must be a factor.

(b) I posed a Parliamentary Question about Shrieval specialisms and was advised the Government did not hold this information. 
At the time of responding, I await a reply of the details of what the specialisms are and where they are located.

Once again, I fear the Highlands will be penalised on the basis of numbers alone.  Quality public services cannot continue to be centralised. Rather those charged with the significant challenge of dealing with budgetary pressures must find creative ways to retain, and indeed enhance services.

Dealing with Highland Council area alone at this point, I hope that the opportunity to site a Domestic Abuse Court at Dingwall will be seen as a way of retaining a recently refurbished building and provide additional support to the area.  Figures from Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service show that, in 2010-11, the number of charges with domestic abuse aggravation submitted to the Procurator Fiscal from Dingwall, Dornoch, Fort-William, Inverness, Portree, Tain and Wick was 1,027 with 640 charges prosecuted.       
Q.8 - I will require to deal with disgruntled constituents whose view that the Central Belt dominates and services are continually being centralised will have been reinforced.

Q.9 - As per ‘Q.8’

Q.10, 11 & 12 - No view.

Q.13 - Yes

Q.16 - Yes

Q.19 - No

Q.20 - Comments relate to Dingwall only.

9a) Dingwall has recently been refurbished and presently serves a large landward area with a growing population.

Proposals in respect of Sheriff and Jury provision centred in Inverness offer the opportunity for Dingwall to be used, with as an Annex to Inverness or preferably to continue as a Sheriff Court in its own Name and deal with perhaps civil cases from beyond its existing geographic area.  I favour Dingwall being used as a Domestic Abuse Court serving its existing area and Inverness.  

Q.21 - I will require to deal with disgruntled constituents whose view that the Central Belt dominates and services are continually being centralised will have been reinforced.
Q.22 - See response to Question 20 – changes should be subject to local discussions with Faculties and Women’s Aid.

Q.23 - I have repeatedly talked about an understandable perception held by my constituents that there is little if any recognition of the additional challenges posed by the geography.  We live with that geography and only ask that those making important decisions about vital public services indicate some awareness of the challenges it presents.

Q.24 - The welfare of victims and witnesses is of vital importance and I would ask those receiving response to give due cognisance to the views of Victims Groups and informed sources like Ross-Shire Women’s Aid.
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