We would endorse the submissions by Scottish Borders Council and also Sheriff T A K Drummond which have previously been lodged, but would also add the following:-
COURTS CLOSURE OF THE SHERIFF COURTS AT PEEBLES AND DUNS

Do you agree with the proposal to close the Sheriff Court at Duns/Peebles and transfer the business to Jedburgh/Edinburgh?

As a Firm we strongly oppose the proposal to close the Sheriff Court at Duns/Peebles and transfer the business to Jedburgh/Edinburgh.

Problems.

1. It is a large geographical area and historically the Courts have served the area.  Duns has responsibility for the towns of Eyemouth, Coldingham, Greenlaw, Chirnside, Reston, Cockburnspath, which have a significant population. There is a large percentage of the population now in receipt of benefits.  Duns Sheriff Court previously had a Sheriff Clerks Office and a Fiscals Office; however these have been closed for twenty years.  The Court therefore comes to Duns rather than vice versa by a physical presence on a daily basis.  

Looking at the proposals that the business transfer to Jedburgh, travelling time and cost to parties travelling to Court would be prohibitive.  It is not viable for parties to travel from Eyemouth to Edinburgh or indeed Jedburgh which are two of the proposals.

The next point of concern is that there would not be sufficient space and capacity in Jedburgh, nor indeed in Edinburgh.  The percentage of clients on benefits would not be able to afford to pay to travel, nor would they get there at a reasonable time.

2. The Court Buildings are owned by Scottish Court Services, all be it that this only relates to the actual Court, the Fiscals Office and the Witness Rooms.  The rest are owned by Scottish Borders Council.  There is therefore no potential capital payment from the sale of these, except to Scottish Borders Council who are not interested in the purchase.  A substantial number of people in the Borders rely on public transport, and do not have cars.  The travelling time from Eyemouth to Jedburgh is excessive.  That is indeed if buses are available.

3. /
3. If parties have to travel from Eyemouth to Jedburgh the likelihood is that they will all be travelling on the same bus and this would involve witnesses, accused, etc.

Whilst the Firm realise matters have to change, we do feel that the rural business model is a model that could be recommended to the rest of Scotland, given the cost factor involved, in that it is only the Clerks and the Sheriff who do the travelling.  This allows rural justice to be dealt with in the Borders.

4. We feel aggrieved that the Highland and Islands are being dealt with separately, and may very well despite suffering the same problems not be looking at a closure.  We do feel that the Borders should also be looked at similarly.

To summarise therefore:-

1. Travelling distance is not reasonable. 

2. Cost of travel from the Borders to centre of population if Duns and Peebles close is not feasible for a population largely dependent on benefits.

3. Scottish Court Services have already tried bringing matters down from Edinburgh of a serious nature to Selkirk to free up the Courts in Edinburgh.  The Jury Trials that were brought down were stopped because doctors who were giving evidence could not be on standby; witnesses and accused required to travel on the same bus, they did not get there on time, the police could not be on standby and it did not work, why would it work in the opposite direction?

4. Borders Rural Justice has a very good way of doing things, whereby the Courts can be moved to simply Scottish Border Council offices for a rental amount and the model of Peebles whereby the Court fixtures are not fixtures but are simply rolled in can be adopted in Duns at no extra expense.

5. There will be no capital savings or indeed advantage by getting rid of the Duns Court buildings given their particular circumstances.  Peebles has already been lauded for the way it was set up and the rent paid in advance.

6. Local Justice should be carried out by local people in local areas rather than being centralised.

7. /

7. Livingston which is hailed as a model Court is full to capacity with Trials and Proofs being put so far in advance even urgent ones because of the numbers.  It is ludicrous to shut the Courts that are working for perceived savings which will not happen.

8. In the Borders Courts which are set down for closure the only parties who travel are the Sheriff Clerks (no doubt paid travelling expenses) and the Sheriffs (not paid travelling expense).  There are no offices there which are manned and therefore there will be no significant savings.  The Borders should be treated as the islands if indeed it is insisted that all Courts marked for closure are closed.

9. There will be significant extra costs for travelling, with legal aid.  Parties will never be there on time if indeed the cases move to Edinburgh.

10. The submissions of the Scottish Borders Council show the actual amounts.  The reduction in particular in Duns cases has come about because all of the Proofs, Debates and Jury Trials are not dealt with in Duns nor will they emanate from Duns.  The Proofs and Debates are generally held in Jedburgh rather than Duns which will have significantly reduced the number of cases being put through Duns.

11. Witnesses will be inconvenienced.  Duns people have not had access to a Duns Jury for some considerable time; however, witnesses travelling from Duns at present have to go to Jedburgh for serious cases and Proofs.  If indeed all these cases were moved back to Duns then this would significantly increase the amount of cases passing through our doors.

12. For many people to arrive at 10am on the day of the Court sitting would involve a journey the previous evening.  Do Scottish Court Services feel it would be more appropriate to spend money from a further budget, setting up for example a Bail Hostel?  Is this what politics has come to?

13. Given that it is stated that for those Courts identified for closure business would be transferred to locations within reasonable travelling distances.  This would not work if the distances are at Edinburgh and would similarly not work if the distances are at Jedburgh.  That relies on parties with cars and a lot of people in the Borders rely on Public Transport. 

14. It can be seen from the submissions by Scottish Borders Council that the amount paid in relation to Scottish Borders Council and the level of savings would be disproportionate to the negative impact.

15. In relation to the JP Court in Duns, the A1 passes through the Borders, and Duns is the Court in relation to Speeding, Exceptional Hardship Hearings etc.  Whereas the speeding cameras have been down the numbers have reduced.  When there were speeding cameras there the numbers are increasing.  These parties are generally coming from the south of England, in particular lorry drivers and would be unable to access Edinburgh, or indeed Jedburgh in the time limit stated.

16. It has been pointed out that Loch Maddy and Portree which are to remain open because of special circumstances deal with less than a quarter and a third of Duns Courts business respectively.  There are a number of Sheriff Courts which are to remain open with fewer civil cases than Duns and Peebles; therefore we cannot see the cost advantages to shutting Duns and Peebles.

