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To determine the need for any restructuring it is important to ascertain what benefits would accrue from such a restructuring.

It is my opinion and that of many of my constituents who I have discussed this matter with that other than a financial benefit to the Scottish Courts Service no other benefit can be seen as a result of a reorganisation that would include either the closure of, or limitation to, the activities of Alloa Sherriff Court.

Alloa, and indeed Clackmannanshire more widely is an area of widespread social deprivation and experiences one of the highest rates of unemployment in the entire country.  The closure of another vital community service in this area would be detrimental to the whole area on a number of grounds which I will explore throughout this submission.

The Court in Alloa is a key service for the local community and stakeholders met recently in the town to express their universal contempt for any proposal which would impact negatively on the Court itself, and indeed the thousands of people across Clackmannanshire and further afield who are involved in the Court’s proceedings each year as victims, witnesses, jury members and even the accused.
As a result of this meeting, my discussions with constituents and my concern with the folly of these proposals I make the following comments.

1. Firstly and most importantly in my mind is the need for victims of crime to have a local Court where they can seek re-dress against those perpetrators of crime. This has been the case in Alloa since 1822 and any proposal to remove this facility must have in its roots the ability to deliver swifter justice.

It is inconceivable to me and the attendees at the recent meeting referred to above that this could in any way be a result of a planned closure of Alloa Sheriff Court. It is the belief of many that the major impact of any such change would be to have a detrimental impact on the speed of justice being delivered.

It is appropriate to question whether it is correct to ask victims of crime to travel to Stirling or Falkirk in the future when for nearly 200 years there has been a Sheriff Court in Alloa which has only recently received investment which I understand to be in the region of £1.5 million over the past five years or so.  If the purpose of this re-structuring exercise is cost saving then cognisance must be taken of the money which has already been invested into Alloa Sheriff Court.

Many attendees at Alloa Sheriff Court utilise public transport to access the court’s facilities and any move to create a greater distance between the public and the court will impact negatively on these individuals.

This is a matter not only of cost but also of time as for those travelling to Stirling, the train is still seen as expensive and there are constant pressures placed on bus services into and out of the county.

Travel costs to Falkirk can include a return train ticket costing over £9 with a change at Stirling being necessary for the majority of travellers.  Bus services to Falkirk/Camelon are also challenging with passengers potentially faced with having to access three buses to access Falkirk town centre which is still quite a distance from the Court in Camelon.  

Whilst I appreciate that the Scottish Court Service must look to improve its efficiency this should not be at the cost of other participants in the justice system – namely victims, witnesses, those cited for jury duty and indeed even the accused.
In addition to adding to direct costs associated with individuals attending court there is also a fear that increased costs associated with travel to court might increase level of non-attendance and that of course brings with it additional costs for the Court Service and the Police.  
In association with this costs will increase further where arrest warrants are issued to those who do not attend court and there is a risk of additional criminality during this extended period. 
2.  Alloa is one of the busiest Courts in Scotland.  Whilst this brings no pride to the local community – it does serve to highlight the importance of maintaining a court presence in the county.  The figures from last year show almost 1500 people prosecuted in Alloa court last year with an estimated 850 people called as civilian witnesses and a further 800 people called to attend court for their jury service duty.  

Alloa and the surrounding areas face a number of serious social issues such as drug abuse and anti-social behaviour and one way of tackling such issues is to ensure that there is a strong local court where justice can be swift and decisive.  I can see no way in which a proposal to close Alloa Sheriff Court will support the people of Clackmannanshire. 

3. As the local MP I am concerned about the reduction of available services and facilities in Clackmannanshire.  In recent times there has been a number of retail outlets close in Alloa and the closure of the Court would be a further devastating blow for a town that is fighting to rejuvenate itself. 

The removal of the Court would be a backward step and would add to the number of empty buildings in the town.  The building itself if it is mothballed will attract costs for maintenance and security as well as marketing. Indeed the building is of such a nature as it may well appear an unattractive proposition to any developer attempting to find a suitable use or conversion use for it.

In association with the building being mothballed attendees at the aforementioned public meeting were less than satisfied with explanations provided about annual cost and indeed asset write down for this building were it to cease having a function as a Sheriff Court but remain within the Scottish Courts Service estate.

4. There is also an economic argument to be made about the retention of the court in Alloa.

Alloa has a preponderance of lawyers and solicitors in the town who have been attracted to the area due to the proximity to the local court.  It is understood that some of these firms have a presence in Alloa simply because of the proximity to the Court and there is an expectation that many will consider leaving the town if the Court is closed thus adding to already unacceptably high levels of unemployment in the area. This in itself will add even further to the number of vacant buildings in Alloa.
Indeed the Federation of Small Businesses has publicly stated that “proposals to close Sheriff Courts in towns across Scotland will make things even tougher for high streets and local economies” and questions the sense in the Scottish Government’s National Review of Town Centres not reporting till after the consultation on court closures ends.”

Such matters are obviously a major concern to me and link into my earlier point about the reduction of available services in Alloa.  As a result I fundamentally disagree with the SCS document which says that “any economic impact from court closures will be minimal and short term.” (SCS Consultation doc. Pg.20). That such an impact would be “local” as also stated in the document (Pg 20) is not in doubt, it would be local to Alloa and Clackmannanshire and that is what concerns me about any proposal to close the facility.
There is also a direct concern over the future of current 9 SCS staff working in Alloa in an area which has one of the worst rates of unemployment in Scotland.  Alloa is probably one of the least prepared towns in Scotland to deal with further unemployment and it is generally understood that there are at least 100 jobs in Clackmannanshire based around the legal profession and these are jobs we cannot afford to lose in this area.  Clackmannanshire has an unemployment rate of nearly 3% higher than the national average.
Likewise there is a concern that if and when these 9 jobs are relocated the likelihood of individuals from Clackmannanshire securing employment in these positions in the future will be diminished.

5. I also hold a number of concerns about how these proposed changes would impact upon the Police and I know that ACPOS have already made some initial comments raising concerns about travel time for Police officers.

It has also been expressed during the consultation phase that there is a possibility of the Police being used as a taxi service in ensuring individuals attend court at either Falkirk or Stirling should these proposals come to fruition.
In association with this issue, Alloa Sheriff Court is the centre of a hub in Alloa supporting the police and justice system. Alloa Police office is less than 2 minutes walk from the court, the Citizens Advice Bureau is next door to the court, the Procurator Fiscals Office is in the same structure as the court, the offices of the MP and MSP for their respective seats are less than 2 minutes walk from court and Social Work officers from Clackmannanshire Council are easily able to attend court with a minimum of disruption to their working day.

All these issues are of significant concern and benefit as they add to the economic running of the justice system in Alloa and all of these would be less effective and more costly if Alloa Sheriff Court was to close.

6. From the reading the documents it appears that the rationale for this policy discussion is about reducing the running costs and capital commitments by consolidating the existing service into fewer locations.

The consultation report suggests that Alloa should be earmarked for closure due to its proximity to the Sheriff Court in Stirling which is only 8 miles away.  However the consultation document itself alludes that distance alone is not a sufficient basis to close a Court but rather whether Court business can be accommodated in the remaining Sheriff Court.

The proposals suggest that Alloa’s solemn business be moved to Falkirk and that summary and civil business be consolidated in Stirling.  However an important caveat is that additional capacity will be required in Falkirk and that will clearly be dependent on funding becoming available.  Out of the six Sheriff courts earmarked for closer Alloa deals with the most criminal cases of them all and also had the second highest number of sitting days last year.   I also understand that Alloa already deals with cases which are sent from Falkirk and Stirling and that there is no spare capacity in Alloa with the Court already struggling to cope with its backlog.  It sounds to me if there is a better case being made for the expansion of Alloa rather than its abolishment.

There have also been concerns raised by Directors of Social Work that social workers may be unable to attend court and provide expertise if travel times are increased and notice is often short (see point 5 above).  They also raised concerns about moving business away from a local court where judiciary, court staff and legal profession have knowledge of local circumstances, needs and vulnerable groups – information which is considered critical in the sentencing or decision making process.  The loss of this local link could have unintended consequences for justice organisations and support groups.

In conclusion I would like to stress that my desire to retain the court service in Alloa is not about closing another court so that Alloa can remain open.  It is about ensuring that needs in Alloa and Clackmannanshire are met.  For this reason it is vital that we can all work together positively to ensure that the Court remains in Alloa and I urge you to take into consideration the points raised above when considering the future of the court in Alloa.

Gordon Banks 

